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Preface 


I mistakenly thought that writing an introductory text would be a 
simple and straightforward task, I assumed that svr^le to read meant 
simple to write As I became more and more immersed m my project I 
came to realize how wrong I had been and how difficult it is to be 
simple I hope I have succeeded 

This book does several seemmgly incompatible things at once 
Firstly It is intended as an introduction to the growing field of 
Literacy Studies accessible to the interested general reader as well as 
to the beginning student It is also aimed at the specialist m one area of 
the field who wishes to have an up to date mtroduction to other 
related areas Finally I want to contribute to current discussions of 
literacy by articulating a coherent view of literacy as an alternative to 
the narrowly techmcal views of reading and wnting which are 
common in much public discussion in the media and in pohtical 
speeches as well as m some areas of education and research 

There are several ways to read this book It is possible to start at the 
beginning and read straight through to the end alternatively many of 
the chapters can be read independently feel free to jump about and 
miss chapters out To make the text easier to read I have put many of 
the references and extra examples into notes at the end so a more 
detailed reading is also possible with one finger in the endnotes 

I am consaous of my use of language I do not use the supposedly 
generic personal pronouns he and she As you can see I am happy to 
use the word 7 m recognition of my self m wnting I use the word we 
but in several ways so be aware of whether you are mcluded when I 
use it or whether I am drawing you along unwillingly with me I try 
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not to use we when 1 meaui I I am probably neons stent in my use of 
tense sometimes bemg n ihc past sometimes the present and 
sometimes the future My use of people s full names is erratic - I hope 
It IS not gendered While it is probably inevitable that thinking about 
literacy makes one reflective about one s own vmtmg I will avoid the 
temptation here to write pages about my own hteracy practices and 
about how I wrote this book I will save that indulgence for another 
occasion 

I acknowledge the influence of many people I am grateful to 
Charles Ferguson and Shirley Bnce Heath for letting me realize many 
years ago that I did not have to measure spectrograms for ever and 
that literacy is a reasonable interest to pursue Since that time in the 
past decade I have talked to many people about hteracy at meetmgs 
and conferences in Europe and North America I owe a debt to all of 
them especially Michael Cole David Olson and Cathenne Snow 
Many colleagues who are also friends have contributed including 
Brian Street who has always been extremely generous in his support 
Mukul Saxena and Mary Talbot who commented on parts of the 
manuscript of this book Kenneth Levine who updated the table in 
chapter four for me and especially David Bloome Mary Hamilton 
Roz Ivanic Janet Maybm and Cathenne Macrae who took the time 
to provide me with many detailed comments on the whole enterprise 

At Lancaster I have been grateful for support from colleagues m the 
Centre for Language m Social Life and especially to staff and students 
who have participated m the activities of the Literacy Research Group 
over the years including Rachel Rimmershaw Sarah Padmore and 
Simon Pardoc I am grateful to my colleagues in the Department of 
Linguistics for mamtaimng a sabbatical system which encourages 
people to take time off for writing and research despite external 
pressures to constantly reduce this time Above all the endless 
discussions with and enthusiasm from Mary Hamilton and Roz Ivanic 
have contributed much to this book Of course I take responsibility for 
all errors omissions confusions and lack of danty which remain 
Meanwhile I have learned a great deal 


Daoid Barton 
Lancaster Uraversity 
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Introduction 

In public debate everywhere there is perceived to be a cnsis in 
education and the topic of reading and writing is at the centre of the 
discussion It IS a contentious issue m schools in the community and 
in political debate More than one hundred years after the introduc 
tion of compulsory schooling we do not have an educational system 
which turns out happy, well educated people This can be demon 
strated m many ways with respect to reading and wntmg around ten 
per cent of adults m countnra like Bntam and the United States are 
not satisfied with their levels of literacy After two decades of adult 
hteracy provision in such countries what was thought of as a minor 
social problem has not been solved, rather, basic education provision 
for adults now has to be seen as part of normal educational provision 
Pressures are coming from governments and elsewhere for education 
to account for what it achieves and there are new demands firom 
rapidly changing technologies This is happenmg throughout mdus 
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countnes Meanwh le in developing countnes there is a 
realization that literacy rates arc not increasing in the ways 
optimistically predicted twenty years a^o cries for universal literacy 
by the year 2000 are heard less often In many countnes the 
proportion of money being spent on education is falling 

Competing views of what education is for are being made more 
expliat People may disagree about the nature of the crisis but there 
IS public unease about what is going on The purpose of schools and 
education has often been taken for granted More and more it is now 
being called into question Questions about reading and witmg turn 
up in a wide range of places in discussions about falling standards in 
education m calls for Plain English m documents the requirements 
for a trained workforce the effects of new technologies on our lives the 
need for adult literacy provision 

All sorts of people talk about hteracy and make assumptions about 
it both within education and beyond it The business manager 
bemoans the lack of hteracy skills m the work force The politician 
wants to eradicate the scourge of illiteracy The radical educator 
attempts to empower and hberate people The literary cntic sorts the 
good wnters from the bad wnters The teacher diagnoses reading 
difficulties and presenbes a programme to solve them The pre-school 
teacher watches hteracy emerge These people all have powerful 
definitions of what hteracy is They have different theories of literacy 
different ideas of the problem and what should be done about it 

While there have been radical changes in how reading and writing 
are taught m schools these new views of reading and writing have 
failed so far to reach the pubhc and to be understood by the media 
those in schools and colleges have not yet succeeded m getting pubhc 
support for changing and improving the teaching of reading and 
writing public understanding of literacy issues is not very sophistic 
ated there is widespread ignorance about language, and the most 
simplistic approaches are latched on to 

Part of this current conflict revolves around what is meant by 
literacy and to some extent the disputes can be viewed as struggles 
between different definitions of literacy The aim of this book is to try 
to understand the different ways m which people talk about reading 
and wnting and to bnng together the new views of literacy which arc 
bemg proposed The question I am asking throughout is What is 
hteracy^ In exploring this topic I will cover many very different 
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aspects of literacy There are two starting points for the discussion 
firstly people s everyday reading and writing and secondly the many 
areais of study which are contributing to new understandings of 
literacy 


Literacy m everyday life 


The first starting point is people s everyday lives and how they make 
use of reading and writing In going about their ordinary daily hfe 
people today are constantly encountenng hteracy This is true for most 
people in the world Imagine a person waking up in the mommg they 
may well be woken up at seven o clock in the mommg by an alarm 
which turns on a radio automatically The first voice they hear might 
be someone readmg the radio news to them a written text which is 
bemg spoken Going for breakfast they pick up the newspaper from 
the door mat along with some mail Breakfast might consist of 
drinking a cup of tea while listening to the radio browsmg through the 
newspaper and opening some letters Other people might be present, 
adults and children and they might participate m these activities 
Already at the beginnmg of the day there have been several hteracy 
events each quite diflferent from the other 

I have used this example elsewhere I like it because it demonstrates 
that how people use literacy is tied up with particular details of the 
situation, and that literacy events are particular to a specific 
community at a speafic point in history The scene I descnbe may be 
very familiar to you or it may seem very distant The prease details 
may not be right there are many countries today where mail and 
newspapers are not delivered to the door m time for breakfast I was 
thmking of Lancaster England, in seemingly similar places such as 
Lancaster Pennsylvania or Lancaster Ontario things may be very 
different It is only m some cultures that it is thought normal to start 
the day sitting at a table while simultaneously listening to a radio 
reading a newspaper and dnnking a cup of tea, and acceptable and 
polite to Ignore other people eating at the table or to talk 
mtermittently to them while reading What is polite or acceptable m 
one situation may not be at zinothcr so that this behaviour might not 
be accepted at a different time of day or with different people present 
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There are severaJ other things about literacy wl ch this example 
illustrates Ihe first point to be made is that literacy imp nges on 
people in their daily lives whether or not they regularly read books or 
do much writing Literacy is embedded in these activities ol ordinary 
life It is not something which is done just at school or at work It is 
carried out in a wide variety of settmgs For the school child much of 
the hteracy in the home may be quite unlike that encountered m the 
school class room Secondly several people can be involved tn reading 
or in writing and they may participate m various ways each treating 
the written word differently There are many ways of reading in a 
particular situation with a particular text The various texts are 
recognized as distinct and are read m different ways - there are many 
ways of taking meaning from the text Listening to the news 
broadcasts scannmg the morning papers sorting through the different 
letters in the mail may all involve different participants acting in 
different ways 

This example has been concerned with reading but there may well 
be some wntmg involved Around breakfast time there may be a 
hurried letter to be written to the teacher or a school form to be filled 
in There may be a note to be left for someone or a bill which has to be 
paid urgently People wnte reminder notes for themselves at the 
begmnmg of the day and wnte in diaries and on calendars Some 
people get up early to write personal letters before the bustle of the day 
begins 

Using an everyday event as a startmg point provides a distinct view 
of hteracy The most common views of literacy start out fi*om the 
educational settmgs m which hteracy is typically taught that is the 
school classroom The dominant defimtions in soaety, then, are school 
based definitions of literacy These views of what hteracy is are often at 
odds with what people expencnce m their everyday lives This can be 
m a very straightforward way as when the kinds of reading and 
wntmg which people do m their everyday lives are different from those 
done in school It can be m people s more general conceptions of 
literacy Everyday hteracy gives a nchea: view of hteracy which 
demands a new defimtion of literacy a new way of thmkiTi g about 
what IS mvolved in reading and wntmg 

The mam area for research on readmg and wntmg up till now has 
been education The mam focus has been on individual learning The 
mam research paradigm has been psychological However it is not 
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lust educators who are nterested in hteracy If we look elsewhere t s 
obvious that the more we dig at literacy the richer it is A wealth of 
recent ideas which are not encompassed by standard theories flood in 
from history anthropology sociology and a range of other disciplines 
These new ideas provide the second starting point for the exploration 
of hteracy 


The study of hteracy 


There are many aspects of hteracy to account for Across a wide range 
of disciplines there has been an explosion of interest m hteracy Topics 
which were not mentioned a few years ago are now being researched 
and there is so much work going on that it is difficult to keep up with 
the books and articles which are being published There are many 
strands of research taking the subject m different directions It is 
necessary to bring these strands together and much of this book wdl 
be devoted to doing this To give an idea of what is ahead, here is a 
brief list of some of the areas where there has been renewed interest m 
literacy, and where we might look for ideas The individual people 
workmg in these areas are movmg m the same direction and I want to 
point to the unity of ideas in these seemingly diverse topics 

Across a range of disciplines the term literacy has become a code 
word for more complex views of what is involved in readmg and 
writmg In each of the following subjects people are maJking some 
contribution to the contemporary study of literacy 

• historical development 

• the study of different cultures and subcultures 

• oral cultures without literacy 

• languages senpts bihngual literacy 

• written and spoken language 

• hteracy and thoi^ht 

• processes of reading and writing 

• learning m schools 

• pre-school hteracy emergent hteracy 

• learning at home in the commumty at work 
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• adult Icanimg adult bteracy adults return ng to study 

• the politics of literacy literacy and power 

These are the topics I wiU be drawing upon throughout the book I 
will provide references to work m these areas as they are encountered 
In all of these areas there are people who are questioning what is 
meant by hteracy Although there are similarities in some ways these 
different approaches with different philosophies underlying them are 
asking different questions and usmg different methodologies There 
needs to be a way of talking about literacy which begins to bring 
together the many facets described so far I will provide an o\ erview of 
current approaches to literacy m these different eireas at the same time 
as ensuring that they contribute to a common understanding of 
reading and writing This is a complex mterdisciplmary endeavour 
and I hope that the idea of an ecological approach, the subject of the 
next two chapters wdl provide enough common threads to weave the 
topics together 

At different points in history disciplmes go forward at different 
rates in the past decade the pace of change in the study of reading and 
wntmg has been rapid and the new field of literacy studies has come 
into existence It is important to realize that there is a significant 
paradigm shift gomg on m this area It is exhibited in various ways 
one of the most visible being the explosion of books papers and 
conferences on the subject The shift is m a particular direction Many 
of the recent works I will refer to begin with summanes of changes in 
views and they all are shifts to some social perspective 

Another phenomenon is the plethora of reviews reviews of reviews, 
speaal issues of journals and conferences devoted to the topic of 
literacy each beginmng with a discussion of what is meant by the 
word There are even whole books devoted to defimng literacy (such as 
Venezky et al 1990) Writers mduding myself see the need to 
examine the metaphors and theones we are starting from One way of 
going forward has been to regard the taken for granted ideas as myths, 
to list the myths associated with aspects of literacy and then to counter 
them ^ Wblc there is undeniably a paradigm shift m the study of 
readmg and writing these changes are also part of more general trends 
in the social sciences towards bemg more reflexive, focusing on the 
particular and of bemg mterdisciplmary Like other shifts this one is 
also leading to conflictmg ways of talkmg about tihe topic and to 
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strugg es over the meanings ot words A major goal of the book is to 
destroy common myths and widely accepted but wrong truths about 
reading and writing in order to build a different view This will be 
evident m each of the topics covered 


Outline of the book 


Chapter 2 is concerned with the need for a new way of talking about 
readmg and writing It examines some of the metaphors which have 
been used when talking about literacy Havmg outlined what is meant 
by a theory and the importance of metaphors m language it explores 
some of the different ways of talking about hteracy mcludmg everyday 
usage and how these metaphors are theones of literacy Defimtions of 
literacy from politicians researchers and dictionanes are examined 
The area of literacy studm is introduced and a final section discusses 
the metaphor of ecology and its potential application to the area of 
literacy 

Chapter 3 is an overview of what it means to think m terms of the 
ecology of htera<^ argumg that literacy is best understood as a set of 
practices which people use in literal events that it is necessary to talk in 
terms of there being different kieracies, that literacy practices are 
situated in broader social relations, that literacy is a symbohe system 
used both for communicating and for representing the world to 
ourselves that attitudes and awareness are important aspects of 
hteracy and that current hteracy events and practices are created out 
of the past 

Chapter 4 explores contemporary ideas about language which are 
necessary for a sophisticated view of hteracy It provides a constructivist 
view of language and it emphasizes the various discourses which 
different literacies are part of Writing results m texts which can be 
used analysed and dissected, and they are connected to each other by 
intertextuality Several examples of texts are used as illustrations in the 
book The idea of reading as taking meanmgjrom texts is covered Finally 
the various senses in which language and especially hteracy mediates 
our expenence are described 

Chapter 5 contmucs with language aspects of hteracy m two areas, 
firstly by pomting out that hteracy is always m a particular language, 
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then by discussing several examples of people s multilingual literacy 
practices The chapter then moves on to restnetwns on literacy examining 
the ways m which literacy is restricted m all societies from access to 
schoohng to book burning As a particular example of this discussion 
turns to the way in which all aspects of literacy are gendered 

Chapter 6 covers views on differences between written and spoken 
language from ideas of listing differences through notions of canhnua 
from written to spoken on to ideas of conj^urattons of language which 
utilize both written and spoken Chapter 7 includes a brief description 
of different writing systems and some of the difficulties m making 
compansons between them and a discussion of wnting m relation to 
other notations such as number music maps and visual layout This 
IS linked to the general discussion throughout on the limits of literacy 

Chapter 8 exammes some crucial points in history and how they 
can provide insights into areas as diverse as the learmng of literacy 
levels of literacy in society literacy and technological change, and 
literacy and power relations The first part the archaeology of literacy 
looks at the ongin of writing how it arose out of earlier systems its 
relationship to soaal structure and the wide range of functions 
existing from the begmnmg Issues around the importance of early 
Greek hteracy are covered along with discussion of problems with the 
idea of writing evolvir^ The next section is a soaal kistoiy of literaty It 
looks at the importance of the development of prmting in changing 
social practices and the gradual development of a hterate culture The 
historical basis of contemporary hteracy is covered through an 
examination of popular literacy and the introduction of compulsory 
schoohng 

Chapters 9 and 10 turn to young children and the learmng of 
hteracy As well as having ideas about language embedded in them, 
views of hteracy also contain theones of leammg The roots of literacy 
are identified m learnmg to speak and m the practices associated with 
home literacy events Views of learmng which cover both written and 
spoken language are drawn upon and several concepts from the work 
of Vygotsky are drawn upon Emergent reading and wntmg are 
covered along with the importance of children s developing awareness 
of language 

Chapter 11 explores two metaphors common in public discussion 
about reading and writing and in education these are ideas about 
hteracy bang a skill and, secondly literary views of reading anrl 
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wnting Th s me udes discuss on of how professional writers mainly 
novelists tslk about the act of writing What goes on m schools the 
actual literacy practices are the subject of chapter 12 School 
practices are described in bnef along with some of the ways m which 
chools as institutions sustain certain views of literacy Some of the 
research on links between home and school is covered 
The next chapter chapter 13 turns to adult literacy covenng 
hteracy campaigns in developing countries as well as recent questions 
raised in industnahzed countries It includes a section on how 
ordinary people especially those who idenuly problems with reading 
and wnting negotiate their day to day lives The values and purposes 
underlying literacy campaigns are discussed The ecological fact that 
languages are currently dying out at a phenomenal rate is pomted out 
along with some discussion of the role of literacy m supporting 
ndangered languages In the final chapter some suggestions are made as 
to how schools and adult literacy programmes can take account of new 
views of literacy and some directions are suggested for developing an 
ecological view of literacy 


2 

Talking About 
Literacy 



Metaphors for literacy 


e a geritt that learns to enjo) penicillin illiteracy consu 
lies sent to fight it No matter what we do about it - ai 
td deal contrary to complaints from the hteiacy lo 
tdihon persists Depending on how you count them ada 
kc up anywhere from a tenth to a fifth of the Canadian j 
have no reason to think their number is shnnfcing and s 
ear that it is growing social evil illiteracy is can 
ledy ' 

metaphors are clear in this leader from the Fuiant 
da on 4 July 1988 Ideas of disease and warfare < 
word The author of tins emotive writing Robert 
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went on to make some interesting points about the illiteracy of the ghost 
wnting of speeches for politicians thus stretching the term in a 
different direction 

Such metaphors are common in the media In an interview on 
television the Archbishop of Canterbury argued that the inner city 
riots m Britain in 1991 were due to a matrix of illiteracy and 
delinquency and other wrongdoing Around the same time a leading 
British politician referred to a situation where there was not a high 
level of hterac> so people were exatable and likely to be led astray 
Again the metaphors are clear and especially revealing if you observe 
how literacy is juxtaposed with other negative terms suggestmg 
weakness and enme 

The disease metaphor particularly is very pervasive It can be used 
to damn the illiterate as in the examples above or it can be used to 
praise the literate An example of the latter is to be found in Bruce 
Chatwin s novel Utz, referring to Prague in ±e mid twentieth century 
the narrator comments 

The Soviet education system I felt had worked all too well having 
created on a colossal scale a generation of highly mtelhgent highly 
literate young people who were more or less immune to the totalitarian 
message (1988 p 118) 

There is a great deal on literacy to draw out of this quote and I will 
return to it later on For the moment the idea that literacy is an 
inoculation making one immune to bramwashmg is a further example 
of the disease metaphor 

Talking about a disease which has to be eradicated is also a 
common way m which the media discuss literacy as a social issue 
Powerful images can be built up with this metaphor Further links are 
suggested by a cursory glance at newspaper headlines in Canada 
illiteracy is often linked with criminality In the Umted States the 
illiterate is a drain on the economy m Britain an illiterate individual 
cannot get a job and is held back The hnks with ermunahty have also 
been made m Bntam 

To move to another metaphor a view of literacy which has been at 
the root of much educational practice has been that of treating it as a 
skill or set of skills, this has been very powerful in the design of reading 
programmes at aU levels of education The act of reading is broken 



12 


1 alkiTig About LiUra 

down into a set of skills and subski s Fhese sk 11s arr order nto a 
set of stages starting with pre reading skills did then t night in a 
particular order each skill building upon the pre\ lous I iteric v seen 
as a psychological variable which can be measured and assessed Skills 
are treated as things which people own or possess some arc •ratisferable 
skills some are not Learning to read becomes a technical pioblem 
and the successful reader is a skilled reader As i school based 
definition of literacy this view is very powerful and it is one which 
spills over into the rest of society 

It IS important to realize that this idea of skills is a partiruhi wav of 
thinking about literacy it is a metaphor no l<^s thin the disease 
metaphor Everywhere there are metaphors for talking about reading 
and writing some very graphic others less so Paulo Freire, for 
example presents the idea of traditional literacy education as being 
banking where knowledge is deposited in a person It is treated as a 
thing almost an object which is given and received shifting the 
metaphor slightly, empty people arc filled up with literacy He 
contrasts this traditional view with ones of literacy as empowerment 
as a nght as somethmg which people do a process rather than as a 
thing 

Everyone has a view of literacy mcludmg opinions on the subject 
which are often held tenaaously These views are expressed through 
metaphors However different metaphors have different implications 
for how wc view illiteracy what action might be taken to change it and 
how we characterize the people involved For example if illiteracy is a 
disease then the people involved are sick it should be eradicated and 
experts need to be called m to do the job If it is a psychological 
problem then therapy or counselling are needed Other metaphors 
call for training empowerment speaal education or social support 
The partiapants might be construed as students customers clients or 
reapients The blame if it is blameworthy might be attributed to fate 
themdividual the school the family or the soaal structure Note that 
some metaphors are withm the education sphere while others branch 
out into counselling therapy and elsewhere In all of them literacy has 
been socially constructed Kenneth Levine discusses this (1985, 
p 1 72) and has a tentative chart of different soaal ways of talking 
about ilhteracy Table 2 1 is an updated version of this * 

Another approach is to view literacy in terms of access to knowledge 
and information To be literate is to have access to the world of books 
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ind other written material When viewed this way the word hteracy 
Itself has become a metaphor which has been applied to other areas 
This has happened with terms like computer hteracy, visual 
literacy and pohtical hteracy Here we see literacy loosely as 
understanding an area of knowledge A recent and strange use is 
ultural hteracy complete with a dictionary of cultural literacy and 
books to test it It sets out to be a sort of academic trivial pursuits, 
aiming to list the cultural knowledge needed in the USA today It wa 
imtially an American phenomenon and has been countered by 
alternative minority cultural literaaes and more telhngly by the 
realization that all knowledge cannot be captured in a book or books 
something the first creators of encyclopaedias a few hundred years age 
quickly realized Its parallel m Bntam has been the government lists oi 
the canon of books which children should read 
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The trouble with metaphors for htcrucy such th3-t of ^ d seu±>e or 
a set of skills is that they arc limited n scope and do not capture the 
breadth of what is involved in reading and wriUng I want to explore 
this but first it is necessary to say some general words on metaphors 
and theones m order to make clear the approach being taken in this 
book 


Theories and metaphors 


In arguing for a new way of looking at literacy it is important to be 
very conscious and reflective of this activity We need to be very clear 
about the language we are using and even about what is meant by 
theones and metaphors It is therefore necessary to begin here with a 
diversion about theones 

Throughout, I will be scrutinizing and deconstructing many of the 
concepts which structure and scaffold the ideas of literacy This will 
include notions of reading writing skill illiteracy The discussion will 
also embrace many ideas and concepts which do not appear at first to 
be directly related to literacy such as when we examine what is meant 
by terms such as learning evolution, mainstream culture In addition in 
slipping from disaplme to disaplme it will be obvious that terms are 
used in different ways What I am trying to do is to find a way of 
talkmg about literacy which can bnng together insights from these 
different areas What is needed is not exactly a definition of literacy 
rather we need a metaphor, a model a way of talking about literacy 
What sort of activity is literacy'* 

Before addressing this set of questions it is necessary to say a few 
words about metaphors in general how they work and what their role 
IS The notion of metaphors used here is broader than the everyday use 
of the term I will describe what I mean by metaphor then I will look 
at some definitions of literacy and desenbe some of the ways of talking 
about the subject which are developing in the field of literacy studies 
When this has been done I will move on to another metaphor for 
literacy 

As part of living we all make sense of our lives we can talk about 
what we do we explain and justify our actions our feelmgs and our 
mtentions We construct theories to make sense of the world Our 
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theor es affect our act on just as our emotions and our intentions affect 
our actions We adjust and change our theories m the light of 
cxpenence This applies to literacy as much as to any other part of hfe 
Everyone has a view of literacy everyone in some way makes sense of 
It Everyone who uses terms like reading has a theory of the nature of 
literacy underlying their use of the word I am going to call these views 
of literacy people s everyday theories of literacy They are sometimes 
called folk theories I prefer to call them everyday theones folk 
already has the idea in it that they are not really true and is therefore 
pejorative m some sense 

These points about everyday theories apply equally to the theories 
of the speaalist the professional the researcher These people have 
theories which they (we^) are often more conscious of However these 
theories which I will call professional theories are developed and 
changed in a similar manner to everyday theories The mam 
differences between everyday and professional theones are that the 
latter arc often more articulated and expliat often they aim to be 
more general they can be checked in more systematic ways they are 
formalized into a seemingly impersonal body of knowledge and they 
are often passed on in an exphat way by teaching They often have 
higher status and more authonty partly by gettmg into pnnt 
Nevertheless, professional theones can be wrong misleading and 
harmful and they are not necessanly supenor to everyday theones It 
IS important not to give special privilege to professional theones as 
being inevitably right, or perfect or as replacmg everyday theones 

I distinguish everyday theones and professional theones but they 
are similar m kind In people s actual hves they overlap Social science 
and other theories leak into life to use another metaphor They 
provide the terminology and framework for talkmg about an area For 
example some of the concepts of Freud s theones about the mind and 
the subconscious have passed into everyday language Another 
example would be views on child care, where the theones of 
psychologists and others influence everyday practices mcluding ways 
of talking about children This is a sigmficant role for professional 
theories to mfluence everyday discourse When talking about theones 
of literacy so far one of the main professional theones underlymg 
media politicians and parents talk is that of literacy as skills It may 
seem out of date to many teachers but it is a professional theory 
embodied m textbooks and teaching matenals taught in institutions 
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2 .iid much 1 tcrdcy instxuctioii in schools snd colleges It s.lso 

leaks into Ufe and forms part of people s everyday theones of literacy 
The idea of skills becomes the way parents talk about their children s 
progress this approach may suggest for example that as a set of skills 
reading is best taught by a teacher that learning to read should be 
isolated from other learning and that the parents have no independent 
role m a child s learmng to read 

The leak between everyday and professional theones works in both 
directions As well as professional theories influencing everyday 
discussion there is an mfluence in the opposite direction Professional 
theones are articulated mainly in words from everyday life often 
words like intelligence or evolution are given more technical 
meanings, as researchers try to talk in a more precise manner 
Nevertheless professional theories are incomplete and are expressed 
partly in ordinary language Inevitably everyday usaige fills the gaps 
left m these theones The teacher of literacy at any level is partly 
guided by professional theones taught in trainmg courses but 
teaching is guided equally by everyday knowledge which fills out and 
completes the partial professional theories This is inevitable, and part 
of the nature of theones it is not some failure of professional theones 
Another result of this mixmg of different sorts of theones is that it is 
not clear whether common academic theones such as the great divide 
between oral and literate or the supcnority of the alphabet over other 
writing systems are mainly everyday theones or professional theories 
This argument about the role of everyday theones in professional 
theones is relevant throughout the book and should be born in mmd 
in several of the discussions 

Another aspect of theones which is important for the discussion on 
hteracy is that they are developed from experience m particular areas 
they are then stretched to cover larger area The example of literacy as 
a set of sblls will be given later as an illustration of this Our 
knowledge is always partial and we need to generalize our expenence 
to make sense of more of life As a consequence the backing for our 
theories is always partial Mistakenly we often look for one answer to 
cover everything so that theones which arc half true get extended too 
far to cover inappropnate areas 

Theories also differ in what they emphasize This has its roots in the 
fact that theones differ in what they set out to do Take for example 
the idea of individual differences in how quickly children learn to read 
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If you need to classify children in school and later in work then 
gradmsj and sorting become very important Individual differences 
m how children learn to read however small and impermanent 
become highly salient In another theory such differences might be 
completely irrelevant Or to give another example related to literacy 
issues of access and power are important m critical approaches to 
literacy while in other theones they could hardly even be plausible 
concepts 


Metaphors and thinking 

In the approach being taken here I am also mak ing certain 
assumptions about the mind and thinking crucially there is an 
internal world there is an external world and there is some relation 
between the two I will be taking a constructivist view of this where 
people construct a mental model of the external world with language 
at the centre of the construction People s theones are initially 
articulated m everyday language One way of expressmg ideas is with 
metaphors through the words we use, the labels we give things and 
the names we give to activities This is a normal use of language and 
in fact there is no alternative to it 

Most of language relies on metaphors, most words and relations 
between words are metaphors One reason for this is that we need 
metaphors for talking about things which are not concrete A common 
starting point is the physical world We use physical distance to talk 
about time for instance as m the week ahead or from Monday to 
Friday Gruaally metaphors for the mind are often structured from 
the physical world too this relates to literacy with such ideas as that of 
putting thoughts mto zantmg The skills metaphor which posits a set of 
abilities which we either have or do not have represents another very 
physical metaphor We intcmaluie the physical as metaphors for 
representing the abstract I will not pursue this in any detail here 
(And It IS not essential for you to believe this m order to contmue 
reading I will just keep to the parts which are essential for a 
discussion about literacy — despite the temptation to go off m all sorts 
of directions 

Another shift between different areas is the way we use say for reati, 
see for understand talk for wnte We are usually oblivious to the fact that 
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we m X these modalities This is ntcresbng n that while 1 sten ng s 
aural and reading visual they get mixed around - I don t see what 
this book IS saying or in this book where I wnte what I am talking 
about IS or a letter I received which asked me to say in writing 
the things we discussed on the phone This is common everywhere 
including the teacher talking to the young child in the beginning 
readmg classroom One researcher even reports the anecdote o^a child 
who thought herself deaf because she could not hear the letters 
whispering to her - she could not hear what the letters said 

Something further to say about metaphors is that thev themselves 
are part of larger systems they hang together and form a discourse 
Words are situated within the structures of other words Metaphors 
arc part of whole theories They are the tips of icebergs in that the 
words we use bring whole theones with them Using one aspect of the 
visual metaphor for understanding can imply others Looking more 
broadly concepts hke tnielligence evolution, soaetji and the individual are 
also within frameworks although these might be more difficult to 
ascertain These terms are important as organizing ideas They 
organize a domain and stretch beyond a domain Intelligence and 
evolution are two organizing ideas used in everyday thought They are 
theones they arc metaphors of everyday thought Simultaneously 
they do two opposing things for the areas they are applied to such as 
for talkmg about hteracy they ennch and they constrain our everyday 
thinkmg These other words inevitably have to become part of the 
discussion of literacy Even seemmgly innocent everyday terms used m 
discussions about literacy such as mainstream Western or the 
msidious use of our when discussing hteracy practices, assume that 
the reader and writer share cultural practices (I also am guilty of this) 
These terms need to be unpacked 

We need these organizing pnnaples to help us make sense of the 
complex world we hve in A good theory or metaphor illuminates It 
takes you further it provides new insights and makes new connections 
Concepts link with other concepts and we need to group them 
together This view of metaphor will recur it is an essential aspect of 
the constructivist view of language appraised m chapter 4 It has 
implications for how people make sense of the world how children 
develop and what language is 
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Definitions of literacy 

Looking at definitions of literacy may be an impossible task the idea 
that complex concepts are susceptible to dictionary like definitions is 
probably a myth Nevertheless dictionaries codify some view of usage 
and dictionary definitions can be a useful starting point on the way to 
a broader view of literacy or a theory of literacy We need a way of 
talking about Iiteracv which can encompass these definitions In this 
section I will explore what can be learnt from dictionaries and the 
information they provide Thev are a useful place to start as long as 
wc do not confuse the meaning of a word with its etymology and we 
are not searching for some real or literal meamng Although there is 
obviously a link dictionary definitions also need to be distinguished 
from people s actual usages of words m everyday speech 

The words reading writing and hUracy have many meanings Reading 
can go from the mechanical uttering of the news reader to the 
innumerable levels of interpreting a text In the sense of understanding 
meanings reading has always been applied to a wide range of 
phenomena including the reading of barometers, tea leaves and faaal 
expressions The word has now been extended to include the different 
interpretations people (readers) might have of a poem a novel or a 
film Reading is deconstructing 

The English word writing has a systematic ambiguity so that a good 
wnter is on some occasions a neat senbe and accurate speller while on 
other occasions the term means a creative author - whether the texts 
are academic essays novels or advertising copy Which of these two 
meamngs of writing should be dominant is a constant conflict in 
education whether m the pnmary school or in the adult education 
class We wiU return to these terms m the chapters on children s 
learning and on educational metaphors 

Literacy is a fairly recent English word and its meaning is bemg 
extended I am using the term to cover new broader views of readmg 
and writing and that is how it is being used in several disaplines and 
m phrases hke emergent literacy, used m education As already pomted 
out it IS currently being extended m another way to mean competent 
and knowledgeable in speaalised areas as is the case with computer 
literacy economic literacy and political literacy Different media can 
be discussed so that film hteracy for example then becomes 
contrasted with print literacy 
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Tracing the histonca! changes in how d ct onar es dea! with such 
words IS instructive With literacy there are actually foi r w >rds to 
consider hterate ilhUrate^ Itieroiy and tlhteraiy and there can be both 
nouns an illiterate and adjectives literate behaviour ■* Going back to 
Samuel Johnson s first dictionary of English in 17‘)5 only one of the 
terms wc are interested m illiterate is to be found I have examined 
twenty dictionanes published m the nineteenth century and early in 
the twentieth century Barclays dictionary of 1820 also only has 
illiterate Illiteracy is found in Walker s Critical Pronouncing Dictionary of 
1839 with the caveat that it is an uncommon word I iterate but only 
in the sense of educated or learned sometimes appears too There will 
be examples later of how m contemporary life the term is sometimes 
used to mean educated and how sometimes it is contrasted with 
education 

Literacy is not found in a dictionary dated 1913 but appears in 
dictionanes from 1924 on There is also a change m the meaning of 
hterate A new meamng being able to read and wnte is added This 
meamng gradually grows in importance so that in contemporary 
dictionanes such as the COBUILD English Language Dictionary or the 
Concise Oxford it is the first meaning with educated given as a subsidiary 
meaning 

The full length Oxford English Dictionary has literate m the sense of 
educated nght back in 1432 with a second meamng of one in holy 
orders coming later I assume firom the evidence of the other 
dictionanes that it was not a very common word Illiterate dates from 
1556 and IS the only one of these four terms which Shakespieare uses 
illiteracy dates from 1660 It is more than 200 years before literacy 
appears m 1883, m a sentence from the New England Journal of 
Education about Massachusetts being the first State in the Union in 
hteracy (Although the Random House Dictionary places literacy test more 
than a decade earher) Its origin is given as being from the word 
illiteracy Literate in the sense of bemg able to read and wnte, the 
opposite of illiterate does not appear untd 1894 Some of the quotes in 
the dictionary give a flavour of the historical connotations of the term 
A quote from 1859 talks of putting the literate and the ignorant on 
one level A quote firom 1628 refers to a weakling or illiterate A claim 
from 1894 could still be debated today that literates contnbute a 
larger percentage of their class to the cruninal ranks than do 
illiterates In addition illiterates are not cast totally in a negative 
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light there was a concern in 1865 that as a result of intellectual tests 
the army will exclude from it the dashing illiterates whose stout hearts 
and strong thews and smews made it what it was under the Duke 

Application of the term literacy to other areas such as economic 
literacy and computer literacy is much more recent The dictionary 
(the OED) has a quotation from 1943 referring to economic hteracy 
The idea of literacy in a communications medium is represented by a 
quote from the BBC Handbook of 1962 which refers to television and 
our skills in understanding the medium and our own literacy m it 
Other dictionary examples of the terms include musical literacy 
sexual ilhteracy and a house being described as having an ilhterate 
design 

Linguists talk of unmarked and marked terms where with pairs of 
opposites the natural normal default or common word is the 
unmarked such as honest and the other denved word is marked as m 
dishonest One might expect hteracy to be the unmarked term and 
ilhteracy the marked version which is denved from it But in terms of 
history and frequency of usage illiteracy y a fairly pejorative term is the 
natural or unmarked term and hteracy comes from it^ Illiteracy 
belongs to a class of words - disability is another example - where the 
longer word with an additional morpheme is the unmarked Literacy 
and ilhteracy do not have to be paired together of course Literacy is 
sometimes contrasted with orality or with another neologism oraty 
Non literate can be used as a less pejorative sounding alternative to 
illiterate, or the two can be used with different meanings illiterate 
meaning not bemg able to read within a culture which is literate while 
non literate covers people in a culture which has never had literacy 
Even talk of a literate culture is an extension of the word beyond the 
idea of literacy bemg a property of people ^ 

Translation of these terms brings its headaches puzzles and 
contradictions Literacy does not easily translate mto French while 
there is no easy English equivalent of the French sense of eenture as 
writings, and illetnsme as unlettered is not common m Enghsh Jean 
Paul Hautecoeur (1990) points out that in the world of adult education 
illetnsme is used m France whereas analphabetisme is more common in 
other French speaking places such as Quebec A word like unalpha 
betized exists in other languages mcludmg Spanish Italian Greek and 
Damsh Note that it is a partisan word in its make-up there is the idea 
that an alphabetic writing system is necessary m order to be literate 
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In several languages there s a verbal equivalent like alfabet zar in 
Spanish meaning to make hterate In Fnglish dphabet e is son ethmg 
you might do to a list or even to a writing system but not nor nally to a 
person English lacks any such verb for the act of making people 
hterate 

I have come across the problems associated with translation in two 
places and these demonstrate the confusions which can result Firstly 
m Angers France, a group of us from different countnes planning an 
adult education conference argued amicably about the contents of the 
conference about whether it should be generally on literacy or 
speafically on problems with wnting Wc then argued confusedly 
about the title The English speaking side felt the French wanted a 
general conference on literacy but then mexplicabiy wanted the title to 
be restricted to Writmg After a morning of cross cultural miscom 
mumcation it was the patient translators who first reaii7ed that the 
problem was one of translating the term hterag> ^ 

A second problem arose when a group of us were discussing a paper 
which compares pnnt literacy and film literacy ^ Firstly with Japanese 
and then also with Greek and Damsh we discovered the difficulty (or 
impossibihty) of translating a term like film literacy into other 
languages Take Japanese for example it has a word for illiteracy 
equivalent to sentence blindness and made up of the two characters men 
mou and the word for literacy means the recognition of letters 
However the word could not be used to mean film literacy or 
computer literacy A general word for competence or knowledge could 
be used but it would not make the bnk with literacy In Japanese one 
would say the eqiuvalent of the ability to appreciate films or the 
abihty to manipulate computers Where computer literacy has been 
used the term has been directly transhterated into Japanese 


Literacy studies 


The meaning of the word hteracy is to be found not just by examimng 
dictionary entries It has become a code-word across a range of 
disciplmes for new views of reading and writing There has been such 
a growth of study in the area that wc can justly refer to the area as 

Literacy Studies 



23 


Talk g ibout L teracp 

The h stor f th?* term 'ind the field can partly be seen in the way 
titles of key books have staked claims to the area Prior to 1980 hardly 
any books had literacy in the title In the early i980s there were one or 
two a year This increased during the decade and by 1991 fifteen 
books published in that vear had Literacy as the first word The titles 
reveal a great deal Ont of the first kev books in the field was language 
and Literag The Sociolinguistics of Reading and Writing (Stubbs 1980) 
There is clearly a definition of literacy m that title This was followed 
in 1981 by The Piychology oj LiUracy (Senbner and Cole) which at the 
time seemed a challenging title claiming so much more than books 
enutled The Pcpckology oj Reading Already we knew that it relates to the 
social order (Cressy 1980) and that there is a literacy myth (Graff 1979) 
Although a short article rathei than a book a whole methodological 
approach was suggested with The Ethnography of Literacy (Szwed 1981) 
Others then asserted that literacy has a social context (Levme 1985) and 
IS soaally constructed (Cook Gumperz 1986) It has theory underlying it as 
well as practice (Street 1984) It relates to popular culture (Vincent 1989) 
and it IS emergent in children (Teale and Sulzby 1985) Other words in 
titles make links with literacy including orahty empowerment irwolve 
ment culture and politics nght up to contemporary interest m ideology m 
discourses (Gee 1991 ) or it simply goes under the headmg ^ new literacy 
(Willinsky 1990) Ecology is one more link one which can brmg 
together many of these strands ® 

In this hook I restnet myself mainly to print hteracy This means 
saying little about on the one hand orality and on the other hand 
other media This is deliberate and discussion throughout will make it 
clear how this is in many ways a practical deasion to do with 
restricting the topic to a manageable one I have taken print literacy as 
a startmg point for understanding a much broader field for me there 
IS something to say about wntten language m a fairly precise way 
which would not be possible in a broader more diffuse discussion 
Having said this I also emphasize throughout the book how one 
cannot isolate print hteracy when trying to understand the complexity 
of people s lives or the demands of education and other spheres 

A key to new views of literacy is situating readmg and writing in its 
social context In the books named above many people m different 
disaplmes have been moving m the same direction I will draw 
attention to just a few of them here, describing more in later chapters 
and drawmg upon their ideas throughout I wiU begin with three 
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important academic stud es the work of Sylvia Scnbncr a d M chac 
Cole, Bnan Street and Shirky Bnce Heath Hicir stadics are well 
known and have been extremely influential In their different wayb 
they provide three threads to weave together to represent the 
beginnings of the new literacy studies 

They are part of different research traditions but thev actually ha\e 
a great deal m common All three academic studies looked at 
particular societies in detail, examining separate groups within a 
society and how they use literacy They start from everyday life and 
what people read and write They observe closely and thev are willing 
to make use of a wide range of evidence Each study makes 
comparisons between groups in a society teasing out differences but 
they avoid ma kin g grand generalizations Rather thev make points 
about the particular situations they have studied They provide ideas 
for other people lookmg at specific situations Equally importantly 
they raise more general questions about what is meant by literacy 
Part of what comes with these studies is a recognition of the 
complexity of the idea of literacy and the fact that much of our 
understandmg of it is not obvious This leads to new definitions of 
literacy 

Briefly Senbner and Cole worked within traditions of cross cultural 
psychology and carried out a fascmating study of the uses of literacy 
among the Vai of north west Labena Their study was very detailed 
covenng the wnting systems how people learned to read and write 
the uses of literacy Their methods included interviews observations 
and a whole battery of psychological tests They provide detailed 
descnptions of different forms of literacy including those which are 
learned informally and which exist outside the educational system 
Their book (1981) is a very readable account of their work In it we 
can see how they shift their ideas from the notion of literacy as a set of 
skills with identifiable consequences They are edging towards their 
alternative notion of a practice account of literacy arguing that 
literacy can only be understood m the context of the social practices m 
which It is acquired and used They conclude their study 

Instead of focusing exclusively on the technology of a writing system 
and Its reputed consequences wc approach literacy as a set of 
socially organized practices which make use of a symbol system and a 
technology for producing and disseminating it Literacy is not simply 
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know n^ how to ead and r te a pa t cula scr p but apply ng th s 
knowledge for specifiL purposes in speafic contexts of use Tlie nature of 
these practices includ ng of course tnei technological aspects will 
determine the kinds of skills ( consequences ) associated with literacy 
(1981 p 236) 


There is a great deal to do with definitions in this quote and I will 
return to it For the moment we can sec in their work that the move to 
attending to social aspects of literacy inevitably involves a shift m the 
way of studying and researching the topic It is a shift from a 
psychological paradigm to a social paradigm In reading their actual 
book you can trace the development of their thmbng as their research 
unfolds They move away from traditional psychological thmbng with 
the notion of discrete individual variables which can be added together 
towards other approaches They begin to talk in terms of literacy 
practices a term which will be central to the discussion of the next 
chapter Their work has also been influential more gener ally m new 
work m psychology concerned with locating individuals in their 
cultural contexts (An example of this is current work in psychology on 
activity theory ) 

Heath and Street have a different starting point They begin from 
more descriptive social and anthropological methodologies Street 
studied Islamic villagers m Iran, he lived there as an anthropologist 
and earned out ethnographic fieldwork Part of this mcluded 
exammmg people s reading and wnting He describes his approach as 
an ideological approach to literacy one that accepts that what is 
meant by literacy vanes from situation to situation and is dependent 
on ideology He contrasts his approach with autonomous approaches 
which claim that literacy can be defined separately from the social 
context He describes how the meaning of literacy depends on the 
social institutions m which it is embedded [and] the particular 
practices of reading and wnting that are taught in any context depend 
upon such aspects of soaal structure as stratification and the role 
of educational institutions (1984, p 8) Like Scribner and Cole he 
talks m terms of practices His distinction between ideological and 
autonomous has proved to be a powerful one and has been taken up by 
people studying many areas, includmg potentially difficult topics for a 
social account such as assessment (on ^sessment see Hill and Parry 
1989) 
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ITie th]n3 study is Heath s work n the so ith-castem I n ted States 
Her book We^s with Words (198i) is another btiok which is verv 
enjoyable to read She developed close ties with three Appalachian 
communiues m the United States o\er seven years and used 
ethnographic and sociohnguistic methods to proviae detailed desenp 
tions of people s uses of reading and wnting m the home and in the 
community Havmg a clear idea of the reading and writing done m the 
home and the community she then turned to school examining the 
relation between home literaaes and school literacies Whei defining 
hteracy Heath comments the concept of literacy covers a multiplicity 
of meanings and definitions of hteracy carry implicit but generally 
unrecognized views of its functions (what hteracy can do for 
mdividuals) and its uses (what individuals can do with literacy skills) 
(Heath 1980 p 123) This contrast between what hteracy does for 
people and what people do with literacy has been taken up by several 
researchers Heath s work has been important in getting others to 
focus on actual instances of people using reading and writing in their 
day to day lives literacy events It has been mfluential throughout 
education it has made educators examine m detail the literacy m 
classroom activities and made them think about what reading and 
writing goes on in the home and the community 
Here I have concentrated on what these three studies have to say 
about definitions of hteracy To round this out as a mini history ol 
literacy studies, two general collections of papers were published in 
1985 (Olson et al 1985, De GastcU et al 1986) and a reader not long 
after (Kintgen et al 1988) Then the subject was on its way with 
books and articles almost too numerous to keep up with This has been 
a bnef overview Work by other people and references to a range of 
studies will be woven into the text m the next few chapters 
So far I have dealt with academic researchers Another person who 
has contnbuted to social approaches to literacy but from a very 
different direction is the Brazihan educator Paulo Freire His is a 
distinct approach to hteracy going back more than thirty years He has 
been very influential throughout the world in the area of adult hteracy 
and I have already referred to one of his metaphors that of education 
as bankmg, his work will come up agam m several places m relation to 
metaphors in terms of literacy and thought, and when discussing 
adult literacy programmes There was a resurgence of interest in his 
work in the 1980s especially in the Umted States and to a lesser extent 
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in Britain Some examples in the IjS are Auerbach and Watlerstem 
1987 Shorl987 Shor and Freire 1987 and in Bntam Kirkwood and 
Kirkwood 1989 

In many ways Freiie is starting, from a diflerent place from the other 
people mentioned so far he has different aims he is asking different 
questions and cruually underlving his approach is a different view of 
literacy He makes explicit the fact that m practical terms literacy 
teaching takes place withm a social context Adults m the world today 
who cannot read and write tend to be the poorest the least powerful 
the oppressed It is the inequalities m the world which foster illiteracy 
Accepting this and examining it is the starting point of his approach 
Literacy teaching begins with a critical examination of society and of 
the participants relationship to it Literacy education mevitably 
involves change and the first step is analysing and understanding 
one s own position in societv Inevitably questions concerning the 
inequalities of power m the teaching relationship and more broadly in 
soaety have a central role Like others Freire is verv aware that 
literacy can be used for different purposes, that it can have domesticaiing 
effects and that it can have empowering or hbemttng effects It gets 
defined m very different ways The link between his work and the 
academic studies is that he demonstrates from a different direction 
that there is not a monolithic thing called literacy 

One way in which literacy studies is linked to more general shifts m 
thought IS the way m which the topic is described as cnhcal Freire s is 
an explicitly critical new of literacy Cntical can mean several things 
There is a sense m which all education is critical, to the extent that it 
involves teaching people to reason evaluate and think dearly and 
there is an educational movement pushing this notion of critical 
th m king (for example adult educators such as Brookfield 1987) This 
is basic and important but it loses some force when all educators 
claim to be cntical and empowenng Another sense of critical is what I 
am doing here subjecting the term literacy to examination, analysis 
and deconstruction and coming up with a critical discourse on the 
topic Such deconstruction can result in a cntical exaimnation of 
public usage of media images, and of current educational provision - 
hopefully m a constructive way 

In addition there is a further sense cntical literacy links up with 
critical theory an umbrella term for much more general approaches to 
the nature of knowledge which emphasize how social structure affects 
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individuals and descnbr the mequal ties m access and power \sh ch 
constrain what people can do m their lives (Giroux 1983 Livingstone 
et al 1987 Gee 1991 Luke and Walton 1994) In this sense links can 
also be made with critical approaches to the study of language (such as 
Clark et al 1990 1991) Literacy studies has the potential to have an 
influence at all three of these levels, relating to theories of inequahty 
and searching for practical ways of empowering people giving them a 
right to the possibihties of literacy As Mary Talbot puts it looking 
at language critically is a way of denaturalizing it ~ questioning and 
making strange conventions which usually seem perfectly natural to 
people who use them It can help empower them in the sense of giving 
them greater conscious control over aspects of their hves especially 
how language shapes them (Talbot 1992 p 174) 


Looking for a metaphor 

Literacy studies covers a wide area and I will deal with many different 
topics It is hard to jump from children in schools to adults at work to 
many different cultures and different historical periods as well as 
describing m bnef what language is and what learning consists of I 
want to bring these diverse topics together to integrate and expand 
upon them We need a way of talking about hteracy which can 
encompass all this To keep it all in mmd a metaphor would be useful 
So far I have called this a social approach to literacy However it is 
more than just addmg the social as an extra dimension a variable to 
be taken account of Literacy has a social meamng people make sense 
of hteracy as a soaal phenomenon and their soaal construction of 
literacy hes at the root of their attitudes their actions and their 
learning Nevertheless m starting from the social, it is important to 
make clear that, as they exist at present social approaches are not in 
themselves adequate Socio is not a magic word which means good or 
easy or pohtically acceptable One problem with social approaches is 
that they usually treat important psychological concepts like thmking, 
learmng and memory as basic unquestionable and unanalyseable 
concepts — m Jean Laves terms (1988 p 18) as unexammed 
pnraitive elements In addition social approaches do not necessarily 
have a histoncal perspective and they may not be dynamic in the sense 
of viewing people as active decision makers 
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It s import nt not to reject ps>rh( logical approaches out of hand 
There are ce'-tain psychological traditions which have been the basis of 
work on reading and wntmg \lone they are inadequate However 
there are other traditions which are becoming more prominent such 
as that drawing on the work oi the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky 
which aim to bndge the gap between social and psychological 
Vygotsky was concerned with the social origins of thought In 
particular he traced how childien s internal thinking de\elops out of 
their external social interactions with other people Other people who 
seem to be moving in the same direction use vanous terms to describe 
their approach including constructivist or constructionist socio- 
histoncal soao cognitive and activity theory One metaphor which 
can be useful in drawing together the social and the psychological is 
the metaphor of ecology ^ 


The ecological metaphor 

Ongmatmg in biology ecology is the study of the interrelationship of 
an organism and its environment When applied to humans it is the 
interrelationship of an area of human activity and its environment It 
is concerned with how the activity — literacy in this case - is part of the 
environment and at the same time influences and is influenced by the 
environment An ecological approach takes as its starting point this 
interaction between individuals and their environments 
In the social sciences the idea of ecology goes back at least to 
Gregory Bateson who linked up biological notions of ecology with 
anthropolt^cal and psychological concerns about the nature of 
human thought, referring to his collected works as Steps to an Ecologp of 
Mind (1972) Another early use of the term is Bronfenbrenner s (1979) 
work on the ecology of human development (See also Gibson s work 
on the ecology of perception 1 979 ) Some of these early uses may now 
seem simplistic — such as Bronfenbrenner s Russian dolls one mside 
the other used as a way of visualizing how activities are situated m 
different layers of context this is too static a model, making different 
contexts and environments seem very fixed When applied to human 
activity more recently the idea of ecology has often been used to 
situate psychological activity placing it in a more complete and 
dynamic social context where different aspects mtcract. 



30 


lalJang Abaul liU acy 


An example of this development is Neisscr s w rk on the ecolo^ of 
memory (1982) showing the importance of studying how people use 
memory in natural contexts m their e\ervday lives He is highly 
critical of the achievements of a hundred yenrs of laboratory based 
experimental studies of memory and he argues for a more ecologically 
based approach that is a more naturalistu approach His book begins 
with an article which argues point by point the importance of studying 
natural memory and criticizes the methods of experimental psy 
chology, it IS instructive to reread the article replacing the word 
memory with the word reading Many of his criticisms of studies of 
memory apply equally well to studies of reading A.nother use of the 
term ecology associated with psychological studies has been the idea of 
ecological validity Researchers use the term to question whether 
expcnmcntal studies of psychological activity are valid reflections of 
natural everyday contexts Other examples include work on the 
ecological basis of child development 
Within the soaology of language and soaolmguistics there is a 
separate tradition of using the term ecology This dates back to Einar 
Haugen s ( 1972) work m the United States tracing the extent to which 
immigrants kept their owm languages or changed to using the majority 
language English Another example is the work of Michael Clyne 
(1982) m Australia where ecology is used to mean the study of the 
environment which favours maintaimng the community language A 
more recent use has been Peter Mulhausler s who points out the need 
to focus on factors related to the ecology of a dominated language 
rather than on the language itself, if one is interested m its pr^ervation 
(1992) Related to literacy Marilyn Cooper has used the term in an 
article called The ecology of writing to attack the limitations of 
process views ofwnting which ignore social aspects of writing (1986) 
and the phrase the ecology of literacy has been used by Patncia 
Irvine and Nan Elsasser when demonstrating how literacy teaching 
designed m one society may not be appropriate in another (1988) 

I want to use the ecological metaphor to summarize and integrate 
what IS known about literacy today One advantage is that it has been 
used m both psychological and social traditions In addition a 
biological or organic metaphor of some sort has been used by several 
people when discussing reading and wnting Freire refers to domestic 
ation many people talk of the roots of literacy Yetta Goodman (1984) 
refers to the soil in which growth of literacy takes place I want to 
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develop ‘■hese fragments using the whole metaphor making it more 
explicit 

The ecological metaphor actuail> produces a whole set of terms 
which can provide a framework for discussions of literacy Terms like 
ecological mckes ecosystem ecological balance diversity and sustainability can 
ail be applied to the human a< tivity of using reading and writing 
Some of the ideas in books on biological ecology are worth explonng to 
sec how far the metaphor can be taken for example that communities 
themselves are not self perpetuating or reproductive individuals are 
that the structure and patterns in a community arc the product of 
processes at the level of the individual And that change occurs at the 
individual level the consequences but not the mechanisms occur at 
the community level 

There are several wa^s in which hteracy is also an ecological issue m 
the current popular sense of a political issue to do with the 
environment Firstly languages are vanishing at a remarkable rate 
they are disappeanng at such a rate that most of the languages of the 
world are likely to vanish within the lifetime of today s school children 
Literacy may be aiding this but it can also have a role m changing it 
For ecological reasons there is a need to protect these languages and 
the cultures they often embody I will return to the issue of endangered 
languages and the role of literacy in sustaining them in chapter 13 

Secondly dominating languages like English need to maintain their 
diversity and variety There are English languages not one English 
The dangers of a push to a monocultural view of any language are 
great The edges are its vitality and variety ensures its future There is 
much diversity in language there are different genres of language 
different languages and different scripts An ecological approach 
emphasi7es diversity and m the ongmal biological senses of ecology 
sees It as a virtue Diversity is a source of strength the roots of the 
possibilities of the future This is just as true when apphed to the 
diversity of languages and literacies Again literacy has a role m 
maintaining diversity it can be seen as the mam force of standardiza 
tion of languages or it can have an important role in maintaining the 
range of variation in language 

Thirdly, there arc communication technologies which can change 
die balance of languages and cultures, often in ways which have not 
been thought out In the natural world there is technology available 
which means that whole forests can be destroyed and the earth 
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transformed at remarkable rates rrevocablv and w th unthought-of 
ecolo^cal effects Tlic sanfie is true of language ai-d 1 teraev Lai^e 
scale communication such as satellite television mt ans that sudden 
and probably irreversible changes aie taking place now m our 
generation Technology beyond a human scale is speeding up 
ecological change 

Ecology seems to be a useful and appropnate wa\ of talking about 
literacy at the moment and of bringing together its different strands 
Using the term changes the whole endeavour of trying to understand 
the nature of reading and writing Rather than isolating literacy 
activities from everything else m order to understand them an 
ecological approach aims to understand how literacy is embedded in 
other human activity its embeddedness m social life and in thought 
and its position in history language and learning Ecological will be 
used in these several senses If at this point a succinct statement of 
what is meant by an ecological approach is needed I would say that it 
IS one which examines the social and mental embeddedness of human 
activities in a way which allows change Instead of studying the 
separate skills which underlie reading and wnting it invoK es a shift to 
studying liUrajcy, a set of social practices associated with particular 
symbol systems and their related technologies To be literate is to be 
active it IS to be confident within these practices The rest of the book 
will be devoted to amplifying this 
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Ab integrated view of literacy 


Starting out from everyday activities involving literacy in the firs 
chapter I began to list the things which an integrated theory of hteraq 
needs to include To bring them together this approach starts out frotr 
three areas of enquiry the social the psychological and the historical 
These are separate directions which people have come from m thei 
work They need to be interwoven m order to get an overview of wha 
IS involved in literacy When bnnging them together it soon become 
obvious that these are not really separable or distinct areas Fo 
example seemg literacy as a symbolic system immediately forces on( 
to straddle the social and the psychological it s a system fo 
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representing the world to ourselves a psychoio^ cai phenomenon at 
the same time it is a system for representing the world to others - a 
social phenomenon To give another example ot how these ireas are 
interlinked, an integrated historical notion of hterac> has an 
individual sense of a person s history along with the social sense of 
history as the development of the culture bringing locether these two 
senses can shed light on the process of learning 
The aim is to be able to sav similar things when talking about 
literacy in. relation to areas such as adults children history and 
different cultures and when evaluating what parents politicians and 
newspaper editors say about the topic At the moment these areas 
remam separate and if they were to make contact people in these 
different areas would realize that they often have contradictory ways of 
talking introduemg the ecological metaphor also raises a new set of 
questions I hope that it will provide new insights and suggest new and 
unexpected links 

To repeat this approach starts from people s uses of literacy not 
from their formal learning of literacy It also starts from everyday life 
and from the everyday activities which people are involved in It is 
important to stress that education has not been used as a starting 
point, and by the time the discussion gets to schools and learning there 
will be a different view of what literacy is and what learning is The 
examples I will be using in this chapter are mainly taken from a study 
of reading and writing in Lancaster England which I have been 
mvolved in It is entitled the Literacy in the Community Project and 
has been a four year study of the role of literacy in people s everyday 
lives earned out mainly through mtervicws and detailed observation 
(for more mformation see Barton and Hamilton 1992a 1992b) Now I 
will give an outline of the approach, grouped under a set of eight 
headings This view of literacy starts then, from everyday events We 
need a social view of htcracy which situates literate activities 

1 Literacy is a social activity and can best be described in terms 
of the literacy practices which people draw upion in literacy 
events 

2 People have different literacies which they mak^ use of 
associated with different domains of hfe Exammin g different 
cultures or historical periods reveals more literacies 
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3 Peoplf'! practices are situated in broader social 

relation-' This makes it necessary to describe die social 
setun|;«* nt*^racv e\ents including the ways in which social 
institiiti‘>*''» support particular litcraaes 

4 Literal V based upon a system of symbols It is a symbohe 
system used for commumcation and as such exists m relation 
to other s\ stems of information exchange It is a way of 
representing the world to others 


A literacy event is also embedded in our mental life it forms and is 
formed by oui awareness intentions and actions We need a 
psychological view of literacy 

5 Literacy is a symbolic system used for representing the world 
to ourselves Literacy is part of our thi nkin g It is part of the 
technology of thought 

6 We have awareness attitudes and values with respect to 
hteraev and these attitudes and values guide our actions 


Any literacy event has a history both at the personal and at the 
cultural level 


7 Literacy has a history Our individual life histones contain 
many literacy events from early childhood onwards which the 
present is built upon We change and as children and adults 
are constantly learning about literacy 

8 A literacy event also has a social history Current practice 
are created out of the past 


n the remainder of this chapter I will go through this hst in more 
detail explaining it and making it more tangible with examples I will 
deal with some of the topics here and point out where other longer 
ones form the basis of the later chapters 
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represent ng the world to ourselves a psychologi al phenomenon at 
the same time it is a system for representing tlic wor d to others a 
soaal phenomenon To give another example of how these areas are 
interlinked an integrated historical notion of literacy has an 
individual sense of a person s history along with the social sense of 
history as the development of the culture bringing together these two 
senses can shed light on the process of learning 

The aim is to be able to say similar things when talking about 
literacy in relation to areas such as adults children history and 
different cultures and when evaluatmg what parents politicians and 
newspaper editors say about the topic At the moment these areas 
remain separate and if they were to make contact people in these 
different areas would realize that they often have contradictoiy ways of 
talkmg Introducing the ecological metaphor also raises a new set of 
questions I hope that it will provide new insights and suggest new and 
unexpected hnks 

To repeat this approach starts from people s uses of literacy not 
from their formal learning of literacy It also starts from everyday life 
and from the everyday activities which people are involved in It is 
important to stress that education has not been used as a starting 
point and by the time the discussion gets to schools and learning there 
will be a different view of what literacy is and what learning is The 
examples I will be using in this chapter are mainly taken from a study 
of readmg and writmg m Lancaster England which I have been 
involved m It is entitled the Literacy in the Community Project and 
has been a four year study of the role of literacy m people s everyday 
lives carried out mainly through mterviews and detailed observation 
(for more information see Barton and Hamilton 1992a, 1992b) Now I 
will give an outline of the approach grouped under a set of eight 
headmgs This view of literacy starts, then from everyday events We 
need a social view of literacy which situates literate activities 

1 Literacy is a social activity and can best be desenbed m terms 
of the hteracy practices which people draw upon in hteracy 
events 

2 People have different hteracies which they mak^ use of 
associated with different domains of hfe Examining different 
cultures or histoncal penods reveals more hteracies 
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3 People s literacy practices are situated m broader soaal 
relations This makes it necessary to descnbc the soaal 
setting of literacy events including the ways m which soaal 
institutions support particular hteracies 

4 Literacy is based upon a system of symbols It is a symbolic 
system used for communication and as such exists m relation 
to other systems of information exchange It is a way of 
representing the world to others 


A literacy event is also embedded in our mental life it forms and is 
formed by our awareness intentions and actions We need a 
psychological view of literacy 


“j Literacy is a symbolic system used for representing the world 
to ourselves I iteracy is part of our thinking It is part of the 
technology of thought 

6 We have awareness attitudes and values with respect to 
hteracy and these attitudes and values guide our actions 


Any literacy event has a history both at the personal and at the 
cultural level 


7 Literacy has a history Our individual life histones oontam 
many literacy events from early childhood onwards which the 
present is built upon We change and as children and adults 
are constantly learning about hteracy 

8 A literacy event also has a social history Current practices 
are created out of the past 


In the remainder of this chapter I will go through this list m more 
detail explammg it and making it more tangible with examples I will 
deal with some of the topics here and point out where other longer 
ones form the basis of the ater chapters 
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1 I iteracy is a soaai activity and can best be 

descnbed in terms of the literacy practices which 
people draw upon m literacy events 

The two terms literacy practices and literacy events need to be 
explained The first basic unit of analysis is that of event there are all 
sorts of occasions m everyday life where the written word has a role 
We can refer to these as literacy events Talking in terms of literacy 
events is necessary to describe how literacy is actually used m people s 
everyday lives An obvious example of a literacy event is when an 
adult reads a story to a child at mght This is an interesting literacy 
event in that it is often a regular event with repeated patterns of 
interaction Such events are important in understanding children s 
and adults learning of hteracy The term is broader than this though 
and includes any activity which involves the written word for some 
events espeaally within education the explicit purpose is learning 
but for most hteracy events this is not so In people s everyday lives 
they can be involved m a wide range of hteracy events One man we 
worked with in the Lancaster study went fairly quickly from discussing 
the contents of a newspaper with a fi"iend to organizing his shopping 
and taking a telephone message for his son who does not have a 
telephone - three quite difierent hteracy events 

The notion of a literacy event has its roots m the socaolinguistic idea 
of speech events (this goes back at least to the work of Dell Hymes 
1962) It IS used in relation to literacy by Anderson et al (1980) m a 
study of young children at home They define a hteracy event as being 
an occasion when a person attempts to comprehend or produce 
graphic signs either alone or with others Heath develops this 
referring to literacy events generally as bemg when talk revolves 
around a piece of wntog* (1983 p 386) Elsewhere she defines literacy 
events as communicative situations where literacy has an integral 
role (1984 p 71) This is important in demonstratmg that hteracy 
has a role m so many oommumcative activities In b ringing up 
children at home and m teaching them m school there are often 
regular repeated events involving the wntten word and it is useful to 
focus on these hteracy events m order to understand more about how 
children learn to read and wnte I will explore this in more depth m 
chapter 10 which is concerned with ch Idren s early hteracy and m the 
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chapters following it We will also see that in fact it is quite difficult to 
pm down what is and what is not a literacy event 

The point here is that m order to understand literacy it is important 
to examine particular events where readmg and writing are used 
Focusing on the particular is an integral part of an ecological 
approach this is different from other approaches which place an 
emphasis on broad generalizations An ecological approach to literacy 
is very cautious of the broad generalizations often associated with 
readmg and writing It starts out from a belief that it is necessary first 
to understand something within a particular situation before looking 
to generalities This approach suggests certain research methodolo 
gies such as ethnography and rests on a particular theory of what 
knowledge is Literacy is not simply a variable 

The second term which is useful is that of literacy practices What do 
people mean by practices^ There are common patterns m using 
reading and writing in a particular situation People brmg their 
cultural knowledge to an activity It is useful to refer to these ways of 
using literacy as literacy practices The term practices is used in 
several disciphnes and several researchers have applied the term 
directly to hteracy including the studies by Scribner and Cole and by 
Street which have been mentioned already Scribner and Cole see the 
idea as central and they discuss how practices can be seen as ways of 
using literacy which are earned fi:om one particular situation to 
another similar situation (1981 pp 234-8) Another way of thinlang 
about it IS to start from more general notions of social practices and to 
view hteracy practices as being the social practices associated with the 
written word This can help one to see how soaal institutions and the 
power relations they support structure our uses of written language ' 
Together, events and practices are the two basic units of analysis of 
the social activity of literacy Literacy events are the particular 
activities where literacy has a role they may be regular repeated 
activities Literacy practices are the general cultural ways of utilizing 
literacy which people draw upon in a hteracy event For instance in 
the example mentioned earUer of a man discussing the contents of the 
local paper with a fhend the two of them sitting m the livmg room 
planning a letter to the newspaper is a literacy event In deadmg who 
does what where and when it is done along with the assoaated ways 
of talking and the ways of writing the two participants make use of 
their literacy practices 
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2 People have different literacies which they make 
use of, associated with different domains of life 
These differences are increased across different 
cultures or historical periods 


There is not one way of reading and writing, there is not one set of 
practices An adult at home may be helping a child with homework 
trying to understand a tax form scanmng through a local newspaper 
writing a telephone message Each of these involves very different 
literacy practices To take a particular example a man m our research 
is involved in a range of different sorts of literacy he wntes shopping 
lists and telephone messages he uses the local library he reads and 
discusses the newspaper At the library he participates in many 
different practices as well as reading books he flicks quickly through 
the newspapers sometimes renews books for friends he has recom 
mended the books to but claims never to read the notices in the 
library He sometimes looks up old newspapers to read about himself 
and people he knows In his home he has few books but he does have a 
collection of books on local history which he seems to use regularly 
Involvmg quite different practices from a different domain of life he is 
asked to write the occasional letter of reference for former work 
colleagues in the fire service 

Where these different practices cluster into coherent groups it is 
very useful to talk m terms of them as being different literacies A 
literacy is a stable coherent identifiable configuration of practices 
such as legal literaiy or the hteracy of specific workplaces In 
multilingual situations different literaaes will often be associated with 
different languages or different senpts 

These hteracics are configurations of practices and it is worth saying 
a little here about how they relate to each other There is not a smgle 
dimension on which they can be placed from simple to complex or 
from easy to difficult It is important to move beyond the idea often 
imphat m hteracy programmes for children and jfor adults of there 
being a simple dimension from basic to complex forms of literacy 
Literacies do not exist on some scale startmg with basic or simple 
forms and going on to complex or higher forms So called simple and 
complex forms of hteracy are m fact different btcraaes sc g 



rke Social Basis of hiterasy 39 

different purposes They do not lead on from one to the other in any 
obvious way ® 

Secondly there is not a neat hst of literacies Although we do not 
want to end up with a closed taxonomy of literacies it is nevertheless 
useful to identify different categories Various suggestions have been 
made and although they are often presented in pairs such categones 
m fact are not usually polar opposites To begin with literacies are not 
equally valued They vary in what purposes and whose purposes they 
serve One distinction is between imposed uses of hteracy and self 
generated uses of literacy (see Barton 1991) This emphasizes the 
impiortance of purposes sometimes these purposes are self generated 
at other times such as filling in official forms they are imposed from 
the outside This relates to a distinction used by Brian Street (1993) 
between dominant literacies and vernacular literacies Dominant 
literacies ongmate from the dominant mstitutions of society Vemacu 
lar literacies have their roots in everyday life Another possibility is 
indigenous versus imported literacies used by Irvine and Elasser (1988) 
m their study of literacy teaching in the Caribbean A different sort of 
dimension is that some literaaes are creative^ allowing possibilities for 
the wnter while others hke filhng in forms and checking hsts are 
constrained literacies although in fact all literaaes probably have 
creative and constraimng aspects A further possibihty is Freire s 
distinction between domesticating and empowering uses of hteracy 
mentioned earher There is no one clear set of categones for the 
recurrent configurations of wntten language We wdl return to this 
when examining examples of texts in the next chapter 

Literaaes are identified culturally as such Different hteracies are 
assoaated with different domains of life such as home school church 
and work There are different places in life where people act differently 
and use language differently ^ In the ecological metaphor there are 
ecological niches which sustain and nurture particular forms of 
hteracy To take the example of home, school and work typically 
people wear different clothes, talk differently take on different roles 
have different purposes The social rules underlymg people s actions in 
these three places are different The physical spaces - buildmgs etc - 
are typically different and time is broken up differently These are 
different domains and they give nse to different practices - meaning 
both the general social ways of actmg and how people individually act 
on particular ions 
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Tlic point of departure for detailed exam nation of literacy pract ces 
s to realize that literacy may be different in different domains and that 
school for example is but one domain of literacy activity Other 
domains may be just as significant The home is a particularly 
important domain in that it is the site for a wide range of activities and 
It IS where children typically first encounter literacy events The home 
IS the centre from which individuals venture out into other domains 
(Klassen 199 1, p 43) Within a domain such as the home one can look 
m more detail and examine the wide range of activities involving 
different literacies I will return to this when discussing children s 
emergent hteracy 

Having been precise about the hnk between hteracies and domains 
I must now point out that the reality is more fluid When starting out 
on the Literacy in the Community research project we found it useful 
to identify home school and work as separate domams with their own 
distinctive practices givmg nse to particular literacies What we found 
m fact is that home is a site a physical location for all sorts of 
activities Different sorts of reading and writmg from many sources 
mcluding school and work are earned out in the home The practices 
leak from one domain to the other and there is much overlap 
Nevertheless home and school remain separate domains where 
certain hteracy practices are sustamed nurtured and legitimized 
while others are not The same event might be valued very differently 
m the two places and have very different meamng to the participants 

As another word of caution terms hke domain seem to be flexible m 
size Genre and discourse which will be discussed m the next chapter 
are other examples They seem to lack a clear definition How big arc 
they^ Are there three or four domams or are there hundreds^ I am 
afraid the idea of literacies is also hke this too It is important not to 
lose sight of this when discussing a literacy 
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3 People’s literacy practices are situated in broader 
social relations This makes it necessary to 
describe the social setting of literacy events, 
including the ways in which social institutions 
support particular literacies 

In a day people may pass through many activities each making 
different demands upon them They might have to be a parent spouse 
neighbour customer patient In doing this people draw upon different 
aspects of their identity Someone may be black female middle class 
a mother and a student and they will draw upon salient aspects of 
their identity m any situation People are posiUoned by roles and the 
demands placed upon them, and in most situations they know a range 
of appropriate ways of acting people generally know what to do if they 
are a parent a patient or a customer Nevertheless roles are not fixed 
and unchanging things which people slot into Rather they are 
negotiated accepted and sometimes challenged In any situation 
people can have more than one role and there can be conflict between 
the demands of different roles Given that many everyday activities 
can be literacy events these ideas of roles and identity are a good place 
to start an examination of social variation m and constraints on 
hteracy 

It IS in certain roles that people need particular literaaes and use 
literacy A simple example of roles in hteracy events is that of gender 
in the home As a newspaper headhne reporting a survey put it Wives 
write Xmas cards Husbands write cheques [Daily Mirror 1 7 Apnl 
1989) This sums up a common role division which we have observed 
in our studies that often women write in the personal sphere, keepmg 
in contact with fnends and relations and wnting and recording 
Ghnstmas cards birthdays and anniversaries while men deal with the 
business world of bills mortgages and house repairs (see Barton and 
Padmore 1991) These roles can be followed to the extent that men are 
unable to write a personal letter and women not know how to write a 
cheque This is one of many examples we will come across where 
hteracy activity is gendered, where men and women often act 
differently However this division is not by any means a hard and fast 
one and the roles are not always obvious The ro es are negotiated and 
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can nvolve conflict and change D flicultics with reading and wnt ng 
or particular skills for example can affect roles people have 

People s literacy pracpces do not reflect abilities in any straightfor 
ward way but rather they are to do with what people feel is or is not 
appropriate People learn that socially there are appropriate and 
inappropriate practices for specific roles Viewing abilities like this 
represents an important shift m terms of how we think about hteracy 
The move towards describing people s actions as relative to the 
situation they are in is a significant step it represents a move awav 
from over reliance on the idea of a set of fixed abilities which is 
common in much discussion of reading and writing In addition we 
should not lose sight of the fact that roles are related to power and that 
much literacy is learned in relationships of unequal power — those of 
parent and child and teacher and student 

A second consideration when situating literacy practices within 
broader social relations is that m everyday hfe people act within 
various networks These networks have broad functions covering 
work child rearing and other areas of social activity and they are 
often networks of reciprocal support Literacy activities are exchanged 
within these networks For example one person in our study Harry is 
part of several networks includmg family neighbours and former 
work colleagues His sister in law and his son provide a network of 
support for him His sister in law does his shopping for him His son 
helps him with official forms he has to fill m and also rewrites for him 
the odd reference he has to write for people in the fire service This is a 
reciprocal relationship in that in turn he takes telephone messages for 
his son who does not have a telephone I will return to discussion of 
these networks and literacy in chapter 13 
Throughout I am starting out from how literacy fits into individual 
lives, how people experience hteracy However, it is important to keep 
in mind the institutional framework which provides the context for 
people s actions An alternative startmg pomt for a study of the social 
basis of hteracy could be institutional practices around literacy 
examimng rehgion capitahsm advertismg etc as social practices It is 
important to see how the state, the church multinational corporations 
use literacy to plan, record control and influence and how people 
participate m these practices Human activities including literacy are 
embedded in and get their meanings from such human institutions 
One way of ex mg different institutional settings is to regard 
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them as dififerent domains For each of these domains there are 
particular institutions which support distinct literacy practices 
Particular definitions of literacy and their associated hteracy practices 
are nurtured by these insUtutions Different institutions define and 
mflucnce different aspects of hteracy or different literacies they 
become defimtion sustaining institutions School and the whole 
educational system for instance supports certain views of what 
literacy is and what it is for Historically, different religions have 
developed distinct definitions of what literacy is and what it means to 
be literate Taken together the various mstitutions ma y support 
different literacies for example it may be that in a culture religion 
influences ritual aspects of literacy the family has an effect on habits of 
personal communication while work and school influence public and 
formal aspects of communication It follows from this that domains are 
not equal and to some extent the different institutions may be 
supportmg conflictmg literacy practices In addition to this pattern 
mg there are larger concerns such as gender or national identity 
whose influence cuts across different domains (see Street and Street 
1991 on the influence of national identity) 


4 Literacy is based upon a system of symbols It is 
a symbolic system used for communication and 
as such exists in relation to other systems of 
information exchange It is a way of representing 
the world to others 

Literacy is part of communication of reportmg the world to others 
The relationship of reading and wnting to other forms of commumca 
non needs to be exammed Firstly there is the relation to spoken 
language Ideas about wntten language have moved on considerably 
from viewing it as speech which is wntten down Written language 
has different functions from spoken language and any choice between 
wntten and spoken usually has other imphcations beyond a simple 
choice of medium Wntmg enables us to go much further than with 
spoken language we are able to fix things m space and time Wntmg 
results in texts Because it often is reproducible and open to inspection 
wntten language can be a powerful form of language we need to 
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examine how wntmg extends the possibilities of language It should be 
clear then that any view of literacy is part of a theory of language and 
It is necessary to set out a view of language or at least the parts which 
impinge on Literacy This will be done in the next few chapters 

Although they are very different written and spoken language are 
not easy to separate In fact they are closely entwined, and in daily life 
people participate in hteracy events where reading and writing are 
mixed in with spoken language and with other means oi communica 
tion Literacy events typically involve a written text and talk around 
the text In many ways wntten and spoken language are not separable 
m literacy events and some researchers would go so far as to blur any 
distinction between wntten and spoken and call all forms of public 
co mmuni cation literate There will be examples of these approaches m 
the chapter devoted to school views of literacy but I think it more 
useful to keep them separate for the moment Wntmg is based on 
speech in some very real ways spoken language is the basis for most 
people s learning of wntten language for instance and the very form 
of wntten language gets its mspiration from spoken language Still it 
IS important to stress that the roots of written langus^ he only partly 
with spoken language Wntten language has a life of its own I will 
return to this m the chapter devoted to wntten and spoken language 

Other aspects of commumcation come mto play with written 
language Most significantly it is visual it is laid out in some way or 
displayed The importance of the role of design, layout and other 
aspects of the physical context should be self evident and they form 
part of what is meant by wntmg An ecological approach to 
commumcation needs to be dynamic and interactive too This is a 
different view of communication from standard functional models 
which see it m terms of transmitters and receivers of messages with 
writing and other technologies simply amplifying what spoken 
language can do The pomt is that with wntten language you can do 
dungs you cannot with spoken It does not just amplify spoken 
language It extends the functions of language and enables you to do 
different things 

It can be very useful to consider literacy as a technology although 
this needs to be done with caution Also people need to realize that 
technologies are not neutral or autonomous The idea of technology 
may seem to be bound up with a functional view which treats 
literacy the mdividual and society as if they are independent 
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entities that meet at some pomts and which docs not allow for the 
dynamic and interactive nature of these relationships However it 
need not be \ lewed like this and it is fruitful to retain some notion of 
literacy as technology and to find ways of examining critically what 
this implies about the role of literacy and of technologies generally m 
society and in human cogmtive activities 

Different forms of technology have provided the possibilities as well 
as the constraints for written language Written language involves 
technology in a way which straightforward conversational spoken 
language does not Whether it is a simple paper and pencil or a spray 
can on a wall or a complex word processor wntten language always 
utilizes some technology (Of course much contemporary spoken 
language makes use of satelhtes loudspeakers microphones tape 
recorders and other technologies ) Literacy is a good example to use 
when exploring the social basis of technologies It can be viewed as a 
communications technology concerned with the production and 
reproduction of shared meamng or knowledge This is the perspective 
taken by Raymond Williams (1981) 


5 Literacy is a symbolic system used for 
representing the world to ourselves 

As well as communicating - representing the world to others - literacy 
IS important in representing the world to ourselves It is part of our 
thmking, it is part of the technology of thought Language and literacy 
are used to define reahty not only to others but also to ourselves 
Literacy then, has a role in the ecology of the mind 
Literacy is a symbohe system Like other symbolic systems such as 
number it has both a cognitive and a cultural basis As well as its 
external aspects it contributes to the mind and to thinking, it enables 
people to do things which otherwise would not be possible It is 
necessary to avoid the idea of the mind as fixed and given at the same 
tune we need to steer carefully round ideas such as that of there bemg 
automatic cogmtive consequences of hteracy Like other aspects of 
human life the mmd is soaally constructed withm the physical 
constraints of being human A practice account of literacy mevitably 
mHudes a practice account of thinking covermg how it is constructed 
and supported by social practices 
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Literacy is an ideal topic for linking the psychological and the social 
Symbolic systems lie at the interface of social structure, technology 
anH mind A symbolic system such as writing mediates between 
individual cogmtion and social phenomena I will return to the idea of 
mediation in the next chapter What I mean by stating that writing is 
an mdividual system is that it has a psychological basis and that any 
piece of wnting is an external representation or outcome of internal 
cognitive processes At the same time wntmg is out there it emsts 
along with other soaal artefacts of culture and forms part of a broader 
social context 

It IS not just the study of hteracy but the study of language itself 
which has the potential to hnk the social and the psychological 
Language is a symbolic system hnkmg what goes on inside our heads 
with what goes on outside It mediates between self and soacty It is a 
form of representation a way of representing the world to ourselves 
and to others Language is a remarkable communication system 
enabhng us to think and to talk about the world around us More than 
other communication systems it enables us to talk about things which 
are not present and about things which are non existent and to reflect 
upon abstract and generahze our experience We are even able to 
reflect upon our internal states and upon language we can talk about 
talk 

Lmguists and others have commonly seen language as being 
pnmanly for communication the topic of the previous section, rather 
than for its creative role m thought an information processing view of 
language underlies most positions As Frank Smith puts it language is 
seen as bang for shunting information rather than for creatmg worlds 
In one of his articles he lists a set of interrelated claims about language 
and commumcation which are contrary to everyday thinking on the 
subject He then goes on to support each claim and to demolish 
cherished beliefs In brief his argument is that rather than informa 
tion processing much of the function of language is the creation of 
knowledge He argues against the current paradigm of the brain as a 
repository of mfbrmation thought as information processing learning 
as acquiring new mformation and language as the commumcation of 
information Rather he supports a view of the brain as a creator of 
experience thmking as the creation of worlds and language 
especially written language as a means by which these worlds can 
be manifested manipulated and sometimes shared Smith 1985 
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p 197) The function of language then is not just to communicate 
knowledge language partly creates the knowledge 

Other metaphors which reflect the different functions of language 
which people give priority to are whether it is regarded as a tool - 
something actively used to get things done - or whether it is seen as a 
medium which some people have assumed to be a more passive view 
Another metaphor the computing inspired metaphor of language as 
an envirotUMcnt is useful here and can shed hght on the idea of 
language as a medium Being an environment it can have both active 
and passive aspects language is an environment we create and 
control it IS also an environment we are situated in and are shaped by 
This IS also true of the idea of language as a medium 

Psychological processes are usually thought of as being m people s 
heads One way m which views on cognition or thinking have changed 
IS that thinking has moved outside the head Not only does the idea of 
processes change but also what is meant by thought The study of 
reading and wnting should be part of a general shift of movmg 
processes out of the head and oafifeflrjto usejean Lave s phrase (1988) 
A shift is taking place toward seeing cognition thought and mental 
activities as residing in cultural activities as much as m the head 
These are ideas associated with Jean Lave Barbara Rogoff and others 
in areas such as problem solving memory and everyday mathemat 
ics ^ The study of the processes of readmg and writing can be fitted 
squarely into this approach It can also help us see more clearly the 
effects of literacy without falling down some great divide All thought 
IS soaally constructed and it is the social practices around literacy 
not hteracy itself, which shape consciousness 


6 We have awareness, attitudes and values with 
respect to literacy and these attitudes and values 
guide our actions 

People make sense of hteracy as a social phenomenon and their soaal 
construction of hteracy lies at the root of their attitudes towards 
hteracy and their actions Saying that hteracy has a social meaning is 
going further than saying that there are social dimensions to it or that 
it exists within a soaal context Literacy is embedded in institutional 
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contexts which shape the practices and soaaJ meanings attached to 
reading and writing Within these social contexts the act of reading or 
writmg becomes symbolic The very act of reading or wntmg takes on 
a social meaning it can be an act of defiance or an act of solidarity an 
act of conforming or a symbol of change We assert our identity 
through hteracy 

Every person adult or child has a view of hteracy about what it is 
and what it can do for them about its importance and its limitations 
Everyone has a way of taUang about literacy they use a set of 
metaphors to do with literacy they have what is in effect a theory of 
hteracy People can talk about reading and writing their views are 
also expressed in their attitudes and their actions To take some 
examples from everyday home practices people often have strong 
views about reading at the meal table or writmg in books If they thmk 
readmg at the meal table is socially reprehensible they will forbid 
children to do it Often books m themselves are thought to be of value 
while magazines and conucs arc less valued More generally people s 
views of hteracy are important m how and what they learn and a 
parent s attitudes and actions influence a child s behaviour at school 
Attitudes are also at the heart of whether or not people think they have 
a problem with reading and writing and whether or not they thmk it 
IS appropriate to attend adult literacy classes 

Values are also clearly expressed in the relative importance 
attached to hteracy as compajxd with other activities such as 
practical and physical activities Sometimes reading and writing are 
contrasted with work at other times they are compared with leisure 
An idea which we have come across repeatedly m our studies is that 
people feel that it is better to be reading than to be doing nothing but 
it IS better to be doing some real work rather than reading We have 
examples of this m our study of people talking about literacy at the 
turn of the century (Barton 1988) We have further examples in our 
study of contemporary literacy This ambivalence towards literacy 
seems to be a strong element in contemporary culture As we can see 
reading and writing are not just cognitive activities feelings run 
through them 

Drawing attention to people s awareness and attitudes is also a way 
of bringing in human agency bringing in mtentions An active view of 
hteracy has people with mtentions racanmgs and values at ts centre 
The iteracy practices schoohng and technologies we have today all 
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result from active human decisions based on people s values Related 
to this all literacy activities have a purpose for people People do 
things for a reason In general people do not read in order to read nor 
write in order to write rather people read and write in order to do 
other things People want to know what time the tram leaves or how a 
new watch or video works they want to make sense of their lives or 
keep in contact with a friend they want to make their voice heard 
Reading and writing can be part of these social activities Sometimes 
as when filling in a benefit form the various participants associated 
with the event can have conflicting purposes 

In later chapters I will deal more with people s perceptions how 
they make sense of life and the role of awareness I see awareness as a 
foundation stone of human intelligence and the ability to reflect on 
our activities as a cruaal part of human activity People s hteracy 
practices are not necessarily obvious, and it is often those of other 
cultures which stand out and which are subjected to detailed 
examination It was when examinmg reading and writing m different 
cultural groups that people such as Senbner and Cole Heath and 
Street observed practices It is generally accepted that the practices of 
another culture have to be discovered by detailed observation this is 
no less true of cultures we are dose to Often this is a difficult pomt to 
accept even Heath s study seemed to take the middle dass, mam 
stream practices more for granted They are probably closer to her 
practices to my practices and maybe to your practices Nevertheless 
we can reflect on our own activities and on those of people around us 
We can become more aware of them in order to understand and, if 
necessary, resist challenge and change them 


7 Literacy has a history Our individual life 

histones contain many literacy events from early 
childhood onwards which the present is built 
upon We change and as children and adults are 
constantly learning about literacy 

There are two senses of histoncal change that of the individual s 
growth and development, and that of the whole culture over a longer 
time penod We need a way of talking about literacy which takes 
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account of these two notions and relates them and which is dynamic 
and can deal with change In both of them current practices are 
created out of the past 

The first sense is the change m an individual person s life Every 
person has a history, and for the discussion here every person has a 
hteracy history This goes back to eaxly childhood and the first 
encounters with literacy practices m home hteracy events it continues 
with involvement in community and school practices and on into 
adulthood with its varying and changing demands At any point in 
time a person s choices are based on the possibilities provided by their 
past experiences Just as our view of literacy is dependent on our view 
of language it is also dependent on our view of learning Learning is 
something which takes place all the time, all activities involve 
learning it is not limited to official sittings in a classroom it is not 
somethmg which only children do We change throughout our lives 
and as children and adults are constantly learning about hteracy This 
change is the key to learning 

There are several ways in which hteracy is bound up with changes 
m people s lives Firstly people read and write at particular times in 
their lives The demands of hfe change there are times in people s lives 
when they need to read and write more and times when they need to 
read and write less New demands can result from changes at work or 
they can arise from changes in people s personal hves for example 
parents may experience changing demands when their young children 
grow up and go to school In addition people want to make changes m 
their hves and reading and wntmg can enable them to make such 
changes 

A broad view of learnmg is needed which provides a way of 
connectmg up pre school literacy and adult hteracy campaigns and 
which also goes beyond these settings mto everyday hfe We need to 
account for how hteracy is acquired, not just m schools and by 
children but m everyday hfe not just here and now but m other 
cultures and m other times It is important to link up learning by 
adults and learning by children and to have a clear idea of the 
importance and limitations of schoohng People learn m their 
everyday lives and not enough attention has been paid to this everyday 
or vernacular learnmg The person I have mentioned already from 
our study Harry says that he could not read and write properly when 
he left school He is not untypical in this He 1 ed new hteraaes at 



51 


The Social Basts of Literacy 

work (for instance in the fire service where he had to wnte regular 
reports) as he came across writing demands he had not met before He 
also learned new literacies in his everyday life he was secretary of the 
local workingmen s dub for several years later in life where he learned 
how to write such things as mmutes of meetings and notices 

One imphcation of this view of learning is that children are not 
incomplete beings and adults complete Literacy makes sense to 
anyone at any one time Whether a four year old child a person from 
another culture or another historical penod their hteracy makes sense 
to them Notions of incomplete literacy or restricted literacy are not 
useful within this framework There are not component skills which 
can be added separately like buildmg blocks to make a complete 
buildmg Of course it is still true that people may want to change and 
extend their literacies and this can be equally true for teenagers 
^dult Basic Education students and professional wnters 
Finally m this view learning comes fi"om social interaction but it is 
also built upon foundations which are part of our human endowment 
our intelligence our innate potentialities An ecological approach is 
neither innatist or environmentalist it is about the dynamic inter 
action of the two — how people fit into the environment how they form 
it and are formed by it I am defimtely not putting forward a purely 
environmentalist position The mmd is socially constructed upon 
innate potentialities (I choose the word potentialities carefully the 
word capacities would have been misleading) 


8 Literacy events and practices have a soaal 
history 

The second sense of history is that of change m the whole culture 
With hteracy this goes back five thousand years to the origin of 
wnting There have been many developments m this long stretch of 
time As I hope it will become evident, the history of literacy raises 
many questions about the scripts in existence today about cultures 
without literacy, and about the relation of hteracy and thought It can 
provide some insight into areas as diverse as the learning of hteracy 
levels of literacy m soaety literacy and technological change and 
literacy and power relations Recent history should make it clear how 
current practices are based on the past, and how they arc not 
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inevitable and unchangeable but have developed out of past practices 
Issues such as disputes about levels of literacy in schools the 
importance of popular literacies and the rise of elite notions of 
literature and the literary can all be illuminated by examining 
recent history 

We need to account for the or^ns of hteracy in the distant histoncal 
past as well as to understand the closer histoncal basis of 
contemporary literacy It is important to integrate these ideas 
bringing together learning with an understanding of cognition and 
histoncal change The two notions of history that of the individual 
and that of the whole culture come together at several points — for 
example when people pass on culture from generation to generation 
In our studies of literacy in Lancaster we have compared different 
generations and we can see how practices are passed on from 
generation to generation There are links with the past and with the 
future Historically, there are connections with earlier generations of 
people and m our contemporary study of everyday uses of hteracy we 
have documented ways m which the people we have interviewed want 
hfe to be different for their own children (Barton 1988) These people 
are passing on a culture m a changing environment and this is an 
important way m which the culture and its associated practices 
change 

Another situation where the two aspects of change and history come 
together is with current rapid social change where new technologies 
and political changes are changing the demands on people New social 
practices give different possibilities and constraints so that in the new 
workplace people have to monitor their work and keep records in new 
ways as well as changing the ways they communicate Some social 
changes increase literacy demands some reduce literacy demands 
Another example of this to do with modern technology is the choice 
between sending messages by mail or by telephone, or, where people 
have access by fax by telex or by electronic mail The path to a choice 
m any particular mstance is very compheated involvir^ availability, 
cost technical ability rehability and other factors These possibilities 
are all changing the basis of communication m human relationships 
Hopefully examining examples from the past such as the spread of 
pnntii^ can illuminate current changes 
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Literacy and language 


In the next four chapters I exanune the relationship of literacy and 
language from various perspectives In this chapter I explore how 
literacy is embedded in language I first discuss general ideas about 
language making pomts about how language is used m different ways 
and how it is always part of a discourse and how discourses result m 
texts Examples of texts are discussed underhmng that texts are 
bound to each other through mtertextuality that people are positioned 
by them, and that the study of hteracy as of all language is the study 
of practices and the study of texts The next section discusses an aspect 
of what is meant by readling reading is best seen as taking meanmg 
from texts Fmally the point is made that there are several senses m 
which literacy mediates human activities Chapter 5 covers literacies 
n different atguages It then looks at the social pattermig of I teracy 
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examining different ideas about restnctions on language with the 
particular example of the way literacy is gendered The following 
chapter deals with the many ways people have characterized the 
differences between written and spoken language and it is followed by 
a discussion of different writing systems and other forms of notation 
Anything which is said about literacy presupposes a view of 
language in general it rests upon a theory of language It is important 
to examine these views of language and to sort out the relationship 
between views of language and views of literacy The approach here 
rests upon a constructivist view of language as mentioned earlier 
when discussing metaphors and thought There are further senses of 
constructive language has been constructed historically it is also 
constructed when the child learns it and it is constructed whenever 
someone uses it This view of language is becommg more dominant in 
general the study of language is undergoing a revolution with the 
dominant views moving away from investigating a system which is 
described solely in terms of its structure the study of language is 
moving towards viewing language as a dynamic social activity which 
serves people s purposes Here I want to provide a brief introduction 
to aspects of language which are necessary for understanding the 
ecology of literacy The key ideas are that there are different forms of 
language which can be referred to as discourses these result in 
written texts and these texts mediate people s expenences 


From registers to genres and discourses 

I shall begin with spoken language People have a range of ways of 
talking and they use appropriate ways m any situation This is 
actually one of the meanmgs of the word language when people refer 
to the language of advertising or the language of the law Identifiable 
different ways of talkmg m different situations are often called 
registers People choose an appropriate register for talking to a baby 
a bank manager and a beloved each very different ways of talking 
The idea of there being different registers has grown up from the study 
of spoken language but it is also applicable to wntmg when wnting a 
business letter or a note to the milkman people choose an appropnate 
register 

Those studying written language rather than spoken especially 
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literary language have more commonly identified different forms of 
writing as different genres A novel a poem and an academic article 
arc all different genres they are each identifiable forms of written 
language so that if you see just a couple of sentences from one of these 
you would probably know what it was Many language specialists 
have found the concept of genre very useful although there are various 
disagreements about the way both terms register and genre have 
been used Each of the words has also become emblems of particular 
theories The important point for studymg hteracy is that m both 
written and spoken language the idea of there bemg different forms of 
language is central 

One issue which arises in discussing registers or genres and which I 
have already mentioned is that of how widely or narrowly to apply the 
terms Working at a very broad level linguists have talked of mformal 
and formal registers or even the spoken register and the wntten 
register with the idea that moving from spoken to wntten mvolves a 
change of register There are various identifiable registers which have 
been described in detail such as teacher talk the language of classrooms 
baby talk used to address babies forngner talk when addressing 
speakers of other languages A possible problem with this approach is 
that one can make finer and finer distinctions identifying distinct 
ways of talking used by teachers m staffrooms secondary school 
teachers suence teachers teachers at parents meetings and so on 
Are each of these separate registers^ Similarly with written texts one 
can talk broadly of novels and poetry being different genres, or one can 
get narrower and narrower so that Mills and Boon romances are a 
genre as are Thomas The Tank Engme stones As another example, 
scientific wnting can be divided up mto biology, physics, chemistry 
and so on, alternatively people can examme differences between 
scientific and popular physics wnting, or even between physics articles 
and student essays 

Genres are soaally constructed conventions of writing they are the 
accepted conventions for doing things, connected with wnters 
purposes For teaching it is useful to be able to identify and desenbe 
the conventions of particular genres However it is very easy to 
become prescriptive and normative about such conventions hstmg the 
properties of different genres, this is somethmg which is an issue in the 
genre debate which began m Australia Influenced by the work of 
Michael Halhday and others a genre approach to the teaching of 
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wri ting has become the centre of a heated argument about how to 
teach writing in schools * Whatever they are called there are 
identifiable forms of writing associated with all domains of soaal life 
Part of the aim of the study of literacy is to identify the patterning of 
written forms of language 

A broader concept which is essential when discussing different uses 
of language is that of discourse Registers and genres contnbute to 
broader ways of usmg language which are referred to as discourses 
The language of advertising or the langu^e of law mentioned above 
HifFpr from each other not just m terms of different grammatical 
structures they are different ways of usmg language Obviously new 
specialized vocabulary is one thing which has to be learned in a new 
discourse but it is surprising the extent to which new discourses are 
reoi^anizations of existing components of language things you can do 
already put together in a different way Discourses differ in how the 
language is used This is much of what advanced literacy learning is 
or leammg new subjects in school or college Frequently the root of 
what we cannot understand lies m the way the language is put 
together rather than m particularly complicated vocabulary This is 
true where new discourses are being created and much of learning is 
learning to participate in new discourses 

Discourse is an important concept here as it cam be used to 
emphasize that language is only one part of any soaal interaction So 
that talking to a baby or a bank manager involves not just appropnate 
language but also appropnate behaviour in appropnate settings This 
broader view of situating language in a social context and of including 
ways of being to use James Gees phrase (1991 p 142) as well as 
ways of speaking and ways of writing is to see language as discourse 
The idea of discourse still suffers from the two problems mentioned 
above in relation to registers and genres of having very general senses 
and much narrower ones and implying certain theones ^ The term 
discourse is used by different people m different ways and is 
sometimes used interchangeably with the terms covered already 
What I want to take from this approach and to apply to the study of 
hteracy is the idea that what must be covered is broader than just 
discussing the linguistic form of particular registers or genres and that 
particular ways of using language are ways of structurmg knowledge 

The pomt is that when usmg language people are drawing on the 
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resources of a particular language such as English but they are 
always doing this within a particular socially constructed discourse 
There are various disoiurses and they only exist if they are recognized 
by people as identifiably distinct as for example with academic 
discourse a particular way of using language which is generally 
recognized Academic discourse exists because it is recognized by the 
people who use it — and often by people who do not use it — as distinct 
Rather than s&ymg people who use it it is probably more accurate to say 
people who are part of it or part of a discourse community 

A discourse community is a group of people who have texts and 
practices in common, whether it is a group of academics or the 
readers of teenage magazines In fact discourse community can refer 
to several overlapping groups of people it can refer to the people a text 
IS aimed at it can be the people who read a text or it can refer to the 
people who participate m a set of discourse practices both by reading 
and by writing People s preferences m how they wish to define it are 
dictated partly by their purposes Someone examming teenage girls 
magazines for instance might focus on the readers the text is aimed 
at Teachers of academic writing m colleges might be more interested 
in how learmng to wnte makes one part of an academic discourse 
community More generally discourse communities are defined by 
having a set of common interests values and purposes Centrally 
members have agreed common knowledge - what you can take for 
granted Members of a discourse commumty by definition have a 
common discourse in the narrow sense of common ways of using 
language and in the broader sense of common ways of acting in 
relation to knowledge Discourse communities also have ways of 
mducting new members (see Swales 1990 for more on this) The term 
is important in that it makes it clear that much written language is for 
relatively small groups of people The phrase is also useful to us in that 
it emphasizes the ways language mcludmg written language can bind 
groups together 


Texts and mtertextuality 

Whatever terms people use the idea which is important for the 
discussion here s that there are different forms of la ng u ag e not one 
homogeneous whole These forms of language result in texts and m a 
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wide variety of texts Some genres are more precise and well defined 
than others, and genres may be more obvious in written language 
which IS often more standardi 2 ed and codified than spoken language 
anyway Nevertheless once anythmg is wntten it becomes a text 
which can be referred to and this inevitably includes spoken language 
since speech can be wntten down m some way We can comment on 
and analyse texts whether the texts are wntten business letters 
poems forms - or wntten transenpts of spoken conversations Once 
they are written texts can be inspected, dissected and analysed m 
various ways Analysing a text any piece of language is done by 
sociologists psychologists linguists and others and is variously called 
discourse analysis text analysis conversational analysis according to 
the analyst s purposes and theoretical persuasion The point I want to 
make in this section is that understanding literacy involves studying 
both texts and the practices surrounding the texts 

So far I have only given fleeting examples of different texts There is 
a danger in giving any examples smee different texts are so different 
from each other one can mistakenly assume one s pet example is 
representative of all texts whether it is the novel or the academic 
essay two forms which have been widely studied or anythmg else 
There arc so many different forms of text diaries divinations love 
letters notes to oneself poems to a fnend in hospital newspaper 
articles advertisements graffiti bank statements company reports 
prayers - to name but a few The wide range of texts is obvious to 
anyone who looks around in contemporary society This book itself is a 
text Withm it the examples such as the quotation on illiteracy as a 
germ at the beginning of chapter two can be treated as a text, as can 
the examples of children s language and other quotations which come 
later 

There is not space to analyse the texts m detail here ® However it is 
still useful to give further examples of texts here to illustrate points 
about Literacy I have chosen examples from one domain that of 
everyday local hfe had I chosen another domain such as academic 
work hfe the examples would be very different Here is a text 


Notice is hereby given under Section 70{3) (a) of the Local Government 
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1976 that the City Council of Lancaster 
has det cd to vary the fees chargeable for certain Hackney 
C gc and Private Hire Vch dcs and Operators L ccnccs as shown 
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in the schedule hereto (such proposed fees being in excess of the amount 
chargeable without notification under Section 70(2) of the above Act) 

Any objection to this proposed variation must be made in writ ng by the 
5th February 1993 to the Chief Solicitor at the address given below 

This IS part of an advertisement m the Lancaster Guardian, a local 
weekly newspaper It appeared early in 1993 on the same page as 
advertisements for tops to an Eric Clapton concert for jumble sales 
and discos details of a forthcoming meeting to maintain the ancient 
orders of bishops and priests in the Church of England and small ads 
one prociaimmg 

SLIM HANDSOME silver haired solicitor owns Silver Shadow Rolls 
two prawns short of a cocktail but sincere seeks lady lasting 
relationship Box No 3269 

and another 

1079 my heart has never been far fi-om you please lets try to get ours 
right this time Box No 3251 

On the opposite page of the newspaper an article on dieting 
surrounded by advertisements for local health clubs, mcludes the 
following 

Have we got news for you* This year couch potatoes are OUT’ 

With all the leisure facilities m the district there s really no excuse for 
lounging about m the armchair or propping up the bar every single 
night of the week Now is the perfect time to get stuck into a healthy 
exercise and diet regime - taking care of your body Avoid crash 
diets like the plague They may be all right for extremely fit people like 
athletes who may have to shift a couple of pounds qmckly But your 
metabolism cannot handle crash dieUng 

These examples of texts have all been taken from one British local 
newspaper These are some of the texts of contemporary life the 
official notices the advertisements, the advertising copy purporting to 
be informational prose The first pomt to make about them is the wide 
range of hteraaes which are present even withm one or two pages of a 
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local newspaper The official nottce and the aiticle on dieting use 
language in quite different wa\s and to achieve quite different 
purposes Legal notices advertising blurbs and small ads ai e different 
genres each clearly identifiable In terms of literacy practices there is 
a whole set of questions one can ask of any text +o do with how it is 
produced and how it is used 

Let us consider firstly the issue of production Presumably many 
people were involved m the production of the official notice it did not 
have just one author Texts vary m the extent to which they are 
authored The official notice is signed in fact in capital letters by the 
Chief Soliator of the city It is unlikely that he actually wrote it m the 
sense of authoring the text and he may never have seen it The text 
probably went through a hierarchy of senbesj it then continued on its 
way through advertisers copy editors and pnnters until it reached the 
newspaper page (The idea of a signature is interesting It is a spcaal 
form of wntmg no one else can do it for you it cannot be typed and it 
IS consaously learned ) Many people with different roles are involved 
in produang the texts of contemporary life 

The offiaal notice appears m the paper presumably as a legal 
requirement before taxi licence fees can be increased given the 
language m which it is couched it is unlikely that it appears in the 
paper so that taxi drivers can be given a chance to discuss in depth the 
proposed fee mcreases If it had been intended to mtorm it could have 
been written m plain English The article on dieting which has a quite 
different style has no author mentioned and may well be a piece of 
syndicated wntmg used in many local papers It has a function to 
persuade and to support the advertisements on dieting which it is 
surrounded by The two small ads assuming they are genuine were 
presumably written by individual people 

A useful concept when thinking about texts is that in any text the 
reader is constructed There is only a range of possible options 
which the reader can take up, a newspaper article or a love letter 
assumes certain knowledge values and behefs m the reader There are 
limited suhgect positions for a reader Th« is dearly illustrated in the 
artide on dieting where the reader is positioned as being an 
unhealthy overweight adult The reader is also assumed to dnnk 
regularly and, elsewhere m the artide, to eat meat to have eaten too 
much over the holidays to be in employment, and to have little will- 
power fhe positioning here is cxpkcit with the reader even referred 
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to asjwja Often it is more implicit but texts vary in the extent which 
they position you or attempt to position you The small ads and the 
legal notice position people in different ways one of the small ads is 
aimed at a specific reader and other readers are onlookers All these 
texts can function to mclude - and to exclude - people Being 
positioned by texts is clearly bound up with how one sees oneself one s 
identity m these examples it is possible to identify the various ways in 
which texts constrain the potential ways of being at one s disposal 
There are some uses of language which make more assumptions 
about the reader and demand more Forms which people have to fill in 
are an interesting example since they combine both readmg and 
writing readmg someone else s categories and then by filling in the 
form committing yourself to the categories The form defines the 
range of possibilities and the person filhng it m then has to choose 
from within them The advertisement for the Enc Clapton concerts m 
the newspaper has a simple form with it A more revealing example of 
forms m terms of learning about hteracy would be the ones which 
unemployed people are confronted with when daimmg benefit and 
looking for work On one such form known as the Restart form 
people are presented with this seemmgly innocent question 

If you are offered a job can you start right away^ 

There are then two boxes marked YES and NO one of which has to 
be ticked Unlike the official notice on taxi licences this form has been 
plam Englished nevertheless it may still present difficulties While all 
the words are common and well known ones and the sentence 
structure is straightforward this question gives many claimants 
problems The claimants have to know the intentions behind the 
words Experienced claimants know that they have to answer yes to 
questions like this that benefits arc dependent on people being 
available for work immediately expenenced claimants also know they 
should avoid suggesting any restrictions in terms of how far they are 
willin g to travel to work what hours they are available, and how much 
they are wiUmg to work for * In coping with the discourse of forms 
problems are often not to do with the complexity of vocabulary or 
layout of the form Rather what is more salient is familianty and 
acceptance of the institutional framework n which the questions are 
located Often form fillin g involves constructing a new view of oneself, 



62 


Literaty Embedded m Icntgtt&ge 


one which fits into the categories provided bv the authorities behind 
the form Job application forms are a good example of this It is a joint 
construction although not necessarily a co-operative one 

Once again I am keeping to a narrow sense of literacy as print 
hteracy and so to a narrow sense of text as writing I have not brought 
mto the discussion the importance of layout and other aspects of the 
texts The legal notice was set out m a particular way The small ads 
were displayed in the narrow columns m small font typical of their 
genre The paper they were all prmted on was that typical of a 
broadsheet newspaper thin newsprint paper of a certain size Note 
that reproduced here in a book they are no longer the texts they were 
They have become different texts they are now examples m a book on 
hteracy They are m a different context and their meaning has 
changed You the current reader have no opportunity to object to the 
mexeased taxi licence fees nor to answer the small ads 

In several senses, texts can become fixed points It is in texts that 
assumptions are displayed what you can take for granted becomes 
important This is done m many ways in choice of words m 
specialized vocabulary in the background knowledge which is 
assumed as well as in particular forms of writing An important aspect 
of the assumed knowledge is that texts refer not only to the external 
world and to common knowledge, but also to other texts both 
impliatly and explicitly The way texts refer to earlier texts is known 
as interteiEuality This can be very explicit in preasely quoting from 
a text which is clearly identified for example m the way in which 
someone writmg an academic paper refers to earlier work Alter 
natively it can be by the use of other s phrases by more oblique 
reference or by using stock terms and phrases appropriate to the 
discourse I am using the term loosely here to point out how texts 
depend on other earher texts ® I beheve the idea has some relevance m 
explaimng the chunks of language m which we speak comprehend 
and think The formulae of political rhetoric or oral story telling are 
mtertextual as are the unanalysed chunks which children build their 
language upon Such an approach is also a useful antidote to the idea 
that people select individual words from some dictionary or lexicon m 
their brain whenever they speak or wnte The important point here is 
that texts are made up of other texts 

In the examples above it is quite probable that the person who first 
write out the official notice about taxi iccnces drew upon previous 
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official notices to help them Such legal notices may have a long 
history and the schedule of fees in the notice includes details of the 
fees for horse drawn carnages, a form of transportation not seen m 
Lancaster for many years I imagine the layout of the notice is sitmlar 
to the layout of legal proclamations from the middle ages Similarly 
the other examples including the forms small ads and advertising 
copy are all drawing on previous examples of the particular 
discourses, either implicitly or explicitly 

Some texts become fixed pomts and have a degree of permanence m 
people s lives People can structure their identity around a text 
whether it is a religious book a prayer or saying hung on the wall or a 
constantly reread academic article or love letter It is the fixedness of 
texts which allows them to be analysed and dissected They can 
become reference points for individuals and for societies Other texts 
are more transient such as the junk mail of a household or daily 
newspapers which are thrown away here the particular text may have 
little significance but the overall efiect is a consistent one positioning 
people and structuring their identity 
The examples from the newspaper are all concerned with commun 
ication with others There are many other sorts of texts which are more 
for the self These include drafts and as well as drafts of student 
essays and academic articles people make drafts of personal letters 
difficult telephone calls and job application forms Another type of 
transient text is scratch notes these are telephone messages wntten 
down qmckly notes from books or lecture notes which are later 
written up They have m common the fact that they arc written for the 
self, they are m note form often with idiosyncratic abbreviations 
spellmg and grammar and they only make sense to the writer for a 
limited period of time Drafts and the scratch notes of work and home 
domains can have a very short life span They are not fixed texts 
Textual analysis of all sorts can lull people into bebeving that texts 
themselves do things and into forgettir^ the people behmd the texts 
It is a mistake to think that texts in and of themselves do things For 
instance it is not so much the texts themselves which structure 
subjectivity, but how they are used Practices structure subjectivity In 
thinkin g about the people behmd the texts there are the people who 
constructed the texts and there are the people using them Texts can 

become dis lated from the people who produced them Often the r 

origins are lost and texts take on a life of their own The people behmd 



64 Lttera(y Embedded m Language 

them may be hidden whether it is graffiti a government form a 
mathematical proof a short story a textbook or a newspaper blowing 
in the wind Nevertheless, every text has a history Similarly a 
practice account needs to know details of how texts are used in life 
Texts do not just exist they are used To understand literacy more 
fully we have to know more about how texts whether they are novels 
timetables or newspaper advertisements are actually used What do 
people do with newspapers advertisements textbooks instruction 
manuals^ What does it mean to be lost in a book^ There have been a 
few studies of how people use texts ® It is important to see what 
actually happens with different texts, as the intentions of the producers 
are unlikely to be an accurate guide to how texts are really used The 
text then is one part of what a literacy is made up of but it is only one 
part there is more than the structure of the text there are the 
practices Texts cannot be isolated from practices Understanding 
hteracy involves analysing practices as well as analysing texts 


Taking meaning from texts 


The discussion of the texts has already suggested a great deal about 
what IS meant by reading There have been developments in the way 
both reading and writing are characterized The standard view of 
reading has been that of a psychological process — there are whole 
textbooks on this which act as if that is all there is to reading - and it is 
this view which we are steppmg beyond The standard psychological 
view of reading may be thought appropriate if one were interested in 
designing a computer to analyse language, one might treat language as 
a set of words with a meanmg (a lexicon) which can be assembled m 
any way subject to a set of rules (a grammar) However if one is 
interested m what people do with language it is probably more useful 
to see meaning as the uses which a word or phrase has had up till now 
— and every use of a word corroborates or changes its metinmg 
What IS an appropriate view of reading^ From what has been said so 
far about the constructivist nature of language and about topics such 
as mtertextuahty and mediation it should be clear that takmg 
mg from a text is not a straightforward matter of simply knowing 
the nings of words and combining them in grammatical categor 
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les A constructivist view of reading and writing posits that, like all 
acts of constructing meaning people are active not passive they carry 
out operations such as selection organization and connection to make 
meanmgs (see Spivey 1990) The shift in what is meant by reading can 
be detected in literary criticism semiotics and cognitive psychology 
and IS summarized succinctly by Douglas Hartman who oberves that 
the traditional view of reading comprehension is confined to under 
standing the meaning m individual texts whereas m life reading is an 
open ongoing series of connections and updates (1991 p 49) This is 
still a psychological view of reading but it is a more complex one 
which should be more compatible with social views of reading 
Reading involves bringing knowledge to a text It is not simply 
applymg a skill The process of reading involves mteractmg with the 
text not taking the meaning from the text What we can say about 
readmg is tied up with what is meant by understandmg Understand 
mg consists partly of the mtertextual Imks the reader makes In 
addition comprehension is active we can read if odd words are 
missing or not known In fact the learnmg of new words is dependent 
on the redundancy of written language This is a significant way of 
learning the meanmg of new words for both children and adults 
There are very different ways of reading Standard ones include 
sk imming and scanning But there is much more to it than this There 
are very different ways of taking meaning from a text Different soaal 
practices will involve different forms of readmg Readmg a horoscope 
is different from reading the instructions for using a new video 
recorder or readmg a threat There are very different speech acts 
represented in language such that the actual words themselves will be 
comprehended in a different way One needs to know the speech act- 
whether for example something is a threat a promise or an 
instruction — before one can understand it (Although they are called 
speech acts they are also present m written language ) Different texts 
are read m different ways The same text such as a verse fix»m a 
religious text can also be read in very different ways It can be token 
factually as an instruction as something to provoke meditation and 
thought Often texts are reread to take further meanmgs There is the 
possibility of oppositional readmgs This is very different from readmg 
to relax, to pass the time or when someone is lost m a book 

The idea of reading as being concerned pr ™'i"ly with meaning is 
Itself socially constructed takmg meaning is the particular mtercst of 



66 


Literacy tmbedded m Language 

contemporary educators But learning by memor) or chantmg or 
smgmg a text may not involve taking meaning from the text I have 
already said that discourse communities are bound together bv their 
use of language The important point for literacy studies is that 
different discourse communities use texts m very different ways These 
give rise to very different meanings of to read 

Different ways of reading will be apparent m the examples of the 
previous section A detailed example of interaction with the text will 
be presented in the chapter which discusses reading to children For 
the moment I will turn to the idea of mediation to examine what it can 
contribute to what is meant by reading 


Language mediates 


Language mediates our experience and wntten texts can do this in a 
powerful way The idea of language as a medium has many meanings 
I will go through three different senses of mediation each one buildmg 
upon the others All expenence is mediated m that we construct a 
view of reality 

On a basic level one of the first mediators of expenence is language 
Itself The words we give an experience are a way of coding it 
organizing it remembenng it Language mediates thought it contains 
the metaphors we live by to use Lakoff and Johnson s phrase (1980 
chapter 2) 

Following on from this is the most common sense of language as a 
medium of communication Facts ideas hopes and threats are 
communicated through language It is important to put this view of 
the role of language in the context of the other notions of mediatmg 
because (again) the view of language being solely or primarily for 
communication and of commumcation consisting of transferring 
thoughts into words and then back into thoughts is a very limited 
view of language Langueige mediates what goes on inside our heads 
and what goes on outside and it is m this way that the study of 
language has the possibility of unitmg the psychological and the 
sociological 

In real life situations where language is used there is a fiirther way 
in which mcdiatiQU is important Another person making sense of^ 
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descnbing interpreting an event or an experience is mediating that 
expenence for us Story tellers pnests actors pohticians all mediate 
our experience when they tell us something offering a structure a way 
of making sense of reality each is offering particular possibilities for 
taking meaning from an event This is also true of others who may not 
be setting out to tell us a story or give us a message doctors pohce 
inspectors and school teachers all mediate our experience An 
important example of the way in which we learn about the world is the 
case of an adult mediating a child s experience by descnbing, 
interpreting and making sense of it 

If we turn to the wntten word then it follows that what is wntten in 
novels textbooks and newspapers also mediates our expenence m a 
powerful way In a story the text influences and structures how we 
expenence reality and it has the possibility of controlling what we 
know and how we feel a story can affect whether we feel sad, or happy 
angry or expectant As long as we give ourselves up to a book, it 
mediates our expenence This is even more true of other media such as 
film and television Invoking other senses with sound, graphics and 
colour the mediation is much greater A film can control how long we 
see something and fkom what angle and it can influence with what 
disposition we make sense of the expenence 

With wnting and other media it is important not to lose sight of the 
active nature of mediation It is not so much language which mediates 
as people usmg l<mguage who mediate People actively mediate by the 
language they use and with other symbohc systems If we are lost m a 
book or a film it is the story teller or film maker who is mediating our 
experience This can get quite complex m life for example m schools 
textbooks are mediators of expenence but they arc not usually just 
read from end to end rather teachers mediate the text books 
The active nature of mediation exists also for the listener the reader 
or the viewer This also provides more insight into what reading 
means Reading is a form of mediation If attending the reader can 
take the reading offered by the text, or rather the wnter of the text 
alternatively the reader can do many other things according to then- 
purposes As human beings we can have many possible reactions to or 
readings of a proffered text Firstly if we are readmg a book whether 
It IS a complicated novel such as James Joyce s Ulysses or a complicated 
academic book such as Noam Chomsky s Syntactic Structures we can 
search for the author s intended meamng We can read it m order to 
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agree with the author However the reader is alwa>s bnngmg their 
own meanings and these will also mediate their understanding of the 
text Meamng is located m the interactions between writer reader and 
text There is not in fact a meanmg m the text there are only the 
m eanin gs which a reader take^ from the text 

In addition very commonly the reader has their own purposes and 
IS lookmg for something speafic in the text This may bear some 
relation to what the author intended to offer on the nature of Ireland 
or the nature of language The writer has offered preferred readings or 
natural readings a range of possibilities This relates to the idea of the 
reader being constructed or positioned which was mentioned above 
However there is also the possibility of the reader doing somethmg 
quite different The reader has the power to ignore the offered readings 
of the text and to make some oppositional reading One could search 
Ulysses or Syntactic Structures for evidence of sexism in the text for 
instance There are all sorts of critical readings which either text could 
be subjected to Nevertheless m whatever way we read it the written 
word IS mediating our expenence 
To summarize I have used mediate m three related senses Firstly 
from a constructivist view of the world all our expenence is mediated 
nothing IS direct Secondly by the way they structure reality for us m 
social interactions, people mediate our expenence and thirdly texts 
whether they are books frlms or advertisements mediate our 
expenence 


5 

Languages and 
Literacies 



Three distinct topics are covered m this chapter Firstly I want to give 
some examples of multilingual literacy practices, to show the com 
plexity of the relationship between literacy and different languages 
What It means to be literate differs m different languages with their 
own practices To set this in more general terms, I will then discuss a 
range of other social restrictions on literacy and finally briefly sketch 
an example of how literacy is patterned in social hfe the example of 
how literacy is gendered in soaety These are three distinct topics but 
they have in common that they provide examples of the way that there 
are different literacies m people s lives and that the use of these 
literacies is patterned soaally These three examples represent a much 
larger area which is only beginning to be explored by researchers in 
literacy 


Multilingual literacy practices 

Being hterate is always expressed m a particular language Whether it 
is English or Japanese or Vai a specific language is implied This 
may seem obvious but it worth pointing out to the extent that when 
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measuring literacy in national surveys or when discussing literacy in 
schools and colleges it is common to count only certain literacies As 
an example of this in a recent Canadian survey only English and 
French were counted this meant that in the survey results, and 
probably in education too other hteracies which people used such as 
Spanish or Hmong were ignored That hteracy assumes particular 
languages has always been true m medieval times in much of Europe 
literacy meant being able to read Latin, vernacular literaaes were 
Ignored Dominant cultures with dominant languages, like English 
today tend to support monolingualism and to ignore or brush aside 
varieties dialects creoles and vernacular languages they also tend to 
play down fluidity and change in languages and ignore overlap and 
similarities between languages 

Most people m the world are exposed to more than one language It 
may be that in their day to-day life more than one language is spoken 
there may be a different language used at home from that used m the 
school or in the wider community Many different possible situations 
exist It IS also probably true that most people in the world are 
bihngual to some extent that they use more than one language m their 
lives These languages may or may not be written down In earlier 
chapters I have talked of different literacies as existing within one 
language Another sense of this term is the idea of different literaaes 
being assoaated with different languages This idea can be applied to 
bihngual or multilingual situations and it gives nse to another whole 
set of possibilities based upon whether or not the different languages 
are wntten down and people s relative knowledge of the languages 
and tlie writing systems 

A reasonably straightforward example of this would be Spanish 
speakers m Toronto where Er^lish is the dommant language Here 
we have two languages shanng a similar alphabet Studymg 
newcomers to Canada Ceal Klassen describes the different literacy 
practices associated with the two languages (Klassen 1991) In a 
detailed study of people s uses of wntten language earned out by 
mterviewmg people and observing them Klassen identifies the 
domains of life where they come across written language home, the 
street, stores bureaucraaes work schools and church Within each 
domain he identifies the uses of hteracy, so that within the home the 
list mdudes uses such as paperwork, correspondence school work 
religion leisure These can be further broken down so that the 
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paperwork in the home is assoaated with shoppmg cooking 
appointments prescriptions bills notices forms documents and 
school communication Some domains are clearly linked with one 
language and its associated literacy so that most written language 
encountered m streets stores bureaucracies and work is in English 
while the literacy associated with religious worship is Spanish Other 
domains are more mixed noticeably the home Home is probably the 
most complex domain in that literacy from all the other areas impinges 
upon It Within the home literacy assoaated with shopping cooking 
bills forms documents and school communication is m English while 
that assoaated with correspondence rehgion and leisure activities is 
in Spanish This study does not deal with the spoken language around 
these activities I assume that much of the spoken language around 
literacy events such as understandmg a note home from school will 
be in Spanish even though the note is in English The spoken 
language presumably involves a certain amount of switchmg between 
the two languages These lists of uses of literacy cover a wide range of 
literacies in situations which demand a complex set of practices The 
strategies different people use to respond to these demands depend 
partly on their knowledge of the two languages and partly on their 
knowledge of the two hteraaes as well as other factors I will return 
later to the various strategies which people use to deal with these 
demands 

In the Toronto example we are just deahng with two languages 
ones which share a common senpt and which are related Both are 
world languages and it is clear that one of them English is more 
dommant m Toronto The complexity of the patterns of hteracy use 
can be illustrated more graphically m an example of the literacy 
practices of Panjabis living in Southall, London which have been 
studied by Mukul Saxena (Saxena 1993) Here more languages are 
mvolved and several different senpts English wntten m Roman saipt 
IS the national language Three Asian languages are m common use 
Urdu which is usually wntten m Arabic script Hindi which is 
normally written m Devanagan senpt and Panjabi which is normally 
wntten in Gurmukhi script The three languages are associated with 
Moslems Hindus and Sikhs, respectively Which language a person 
will use depends partly on their religious affinity but it also depends 
on when and where they received their schooling and on other social 
roles of the languages So for pic an older Hindu educated m 
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Pre partition India might have been taught Urdu using the Arabic 
script Someone who went to school m the Panjab after partition 
would probably have learned Panjabi in the Gurmukhi scnpt 
whatever their religion For those Panjabi Sikhs who believe strongly 
in the Panjabi state the Panjabi language written in Gurmukhi might 
well be preferred for its symbolic value 

Many of the people living in Southall would know more than one of 
these languages and writing systems and different generations of 
people within one family would have access to different literaaes The 
three languages are related with Hindi and Urdu being virtually the 
samp when spoken What makes the situation more complex is the fact 
tha t all three languages can be and are written in any of the three 
scripts People would often speak Panjabi in their day to day lives and 
would TATite it in Gurmukhi, Dcvanagari or Arabic according to need 
So for example, a Hindu might write a letter to a relative in the 
Panjab in Panjabi but m the Devanagan script As Saxena says this 
might be a matter of mutual convenience for writer and reader or a 
matter of symbolizing Hindu sohdanty 
Literacy events m Southall would contain all three languages as well 
as Enghsh In their everyday life a person might encounter signs 
newspapers official and work related hteracy m English newspapers 
and calendars m Urdu ms^azmes and religious books m Hindi and 
letters and graffiti m Panjabi Reading and writing of all four 
languages might be possible Often a particular literacy event would 
draw on a more complex interaction of languages and literacies so 
that m planning a letter people might discuss the contents m one 
language and write the letter in another even switching between 
languages or scripts within a letter 

It is important to emphasize the distinctiveness of literacy practices 
assoaated with each oommumty which is examined In Britain for 
example there is not one blanket Asian community Rather, people 
speak different languages identily with different cultures and have 
distinct literacy histones In another study Tricia Hartley has studied 
Panjabi speaking Muslims from Pakistan who live m a small town in 
northern England {Hartley 199S) As in Mukal Saxena s study they 
are Panjabi speakers but there is no tradition of wntmg the language 
where they come from m the Gujerat/Jhelum area of Pakistan 
Reading and wntmg is m Urdu Her study focuses on different 
generations of women and their hteracy practices Many of the older 
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women had limited opportunities for education in Pakistan where 
they were brought up they know very httle English and are not 
hterate m any language Those who had received education m 
Pakistan were hterate - including one woman who having been 
through secondary schooling in Pakistan knew five spoken languages 
and could write using lour distinct scnpts Younger girls who have 
been educated in Britain have been taught Enghsh at school and have 
often learned to read and write Urdu m after school classes 
As a consequence of differences like these the children often had 
important roles within the family of expilainmg and translating wntten 
letters notes and messages They could act as links between the 
community and the dominant English speaking community Hartley 
observed that literacy skills were made available to femily and 
community in the same way as skills m dressmaking and building - 
they were not solely an individual s possession She contrasts this with 
her own monohngual English upbnnging where individual literacy 
skills were of paramount importance Another observation was that 
letters to Pakistan were not from one individual to another, rather they 
were from one family to another The contents of a letter to be sent 
would be discussed and the person who did the actual writing acted as 
a scribe for everyone not as the individual author of the letter In these 
and other ways the distmct distribution of languages and literaaes 
between different members of the community gave rise to particular 
literacy practices 

These three examples have all concerned immigrants or newcomers 
m English dominant situations, where the people involved are 
changing their practices and developing new ones In other multil 
ingual situations, different literaaes may exist side by side with 
different functions They may co-exist, or they may compete with the 
powerful dommatmg the less powerful In Senbner and Cole s well 
known study, desenbed in chapter 2 it is interesting that three 
literaaes with distmct functions English Arabic and Vai exist next to 
each other in a seemingly stable situation with people being hterate in 
one, two or three of the languages, or m none The languages exist 
with their own scnpts with distmct uses of literacy and different ways 
of learning ^ 

What can we conclude from these multilingual situations^ It is 
useful here to turn to more general bilmguahsm research Bilmguahsm 
research has grown up with ts own tradition distin 't from literacy 
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research and developing independently Nevertheless the two 
traditions of research have been moving in similar directions for 
example in taking account of context One generally accepted 
conclusion from the bihnguahsm research is that within any one 
language people use different vaneties of language appropriate to 
different situations and that being bilingual is m many ways similar to 
this Different languages can be seen as different vaneties with their 
own contexts of use supporting their own practices Monolinguals 
move between different varieues in different situations bilinguals 
additionally move between different languages The idea of there 
being different literacies with their associated practices fits in well 
here, and examining multilingual hteracy situations can reveal clearly 
the soaal patterning of different hteraacs I will return to these 
language issues in chapter thirteen when discussing adult hteracy 
For the moment I want to turn to a different issue assoaated with the 
patterning of language how literacy in all societies is restricted 


The social patterning of literacy practices 


Despite ideas of umversal hteracy and free access to education it is 
obvious that hteracies are not spread equally through soaety 
Secretaries newspaper publishers and benefit claimants are involved 
m quite different hteracy practices, literacy is valued differently by 
them their relation to the power of literacy varies To understand the 
role of literacy in soaety it is necessary to examine the social 
patterning of hteracy practices this was one of the aspects of an 
ecological approach to literacy listed m chapter 3 and it will be 
explored fuxtlier m this chapter 

Looking at histoncal examples or examinmg other cultures 
restrictions have always been apparent Jack Gkiody and colleagues 
identify this issue with the notion of restricted literacy which is used 
to charactenze some societies Goody is concerned to understand why 
what he sees as the potentialities of hteracy speaficaJly alphabetic 
hteracy, are not fully realized in many soaeties Why for example 
have certain soaeties not developed democratic forms of participation 
and the rationality of saeutific thought and method that the coming 
of alphabetic hteracy supposedly brought to the Creeks^ This web of 
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issues IS explored below m chapter 8) To explain the restnctions on 
literacy in society Goody looks to such factors as religious restrictive 
practices and mismatches between the language of literacy and 
vernacular languages The idea of restncted literacy assumes some 
opposite of full literacy which accordmg to Goody was found only 
in early Greek literacy (Goody and Watt 1963) Another term which 
others have used is transitional literacy as if there is a form of hteracy 
which people or societies go through on their way to full literacy 

However people who talk of restncted hteracy do not follow 
through all its imphcations The notion of restricted literacy draws 
attention to important aspects of hteracy but the topic should not be 
regarded as a peripheral one something found only in some situations 
Rather the idea of restnctions is central to descnbing hteracy m any 
society Literacy is socially patterned and restncted m all societies AU 
societies control access to the wntten word in some way because 
hteracy involves information and idea transmission and is practised in 
a context where its uses may both maintain and challenge existing 
soaal institutions In looking more closely mto the mass literacy of 
anaent Greece which Goody took to be the best case of unrestncted 
hteracy the obvious point can be made that exclusion of women 
foreigners and slaves all classed as non citizens constitutes a massive 
restriction on access to hteracy 

Restnctions on literacy can take many forms ^ Firsdy in aU soaeties 
hteracy has developed only to function m speafic contexts This is 
clear m a soaety without a long tradition of hteracy where reading and 
writing may be restncted to religious uses for example or external 
commerce and administration In the Vai example each literacy has 
specific uses This is also true of some of the invented Native American 
wnting systems which have been described (see Walker 1981 for 
examples) In a complex western soaety with many uses of hteracy, 
the uses are constantly changmg with literaaes coming and going 
However it would be a mistake to see contemporary western uses of 
hteracy as the uses of literacy There is not some finite checklist of 
hteraaes, so that at some point a soaety has complete literacy 
Literacies come jund go in society and exist m response to speafic 
soaal practices old literacies die out and new ones arc created 

Within a society there can be a range of restnctions including overt 
pohtical restrictions Some soaeties place dehberate restrictions on the 
a to hteracy skills and the wntten word creating an chte group of 
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scribes readers interpreters or intellectuals These restnctions can be 
enforced via secrecy and penalties ^ Aun example of explicit control of 
the access to literacy is documented by Giammer m his study of the 
coming of literacy to Fiji where missionaries mtroduang religious 
literacy controlled access to different literacies {Giammer 1976) 

One of the most extreme examples of control throughout history is 
book burning Books have been burned and whole libraries destroyed 
from earhest times including the library at Alexandria one of the 
earliest major libraries which was destroyed several times including 
in 48 bg when three quarters of a million manusenpts were lost Mayan 
hteracy in Central Amenca was all but destroyed by the Spanish 
Conquistadors m the sixteenth century This ugly phenomenon 
continues to the present day and has been captured in well known 
books and films such as Ray Bradbury s Fahrenheit 451 Umberto Eco s 
The Name of the Rose and Elias Ganetti s Auto dafe Before the coming of 
printing the destruction of hand copied books could mean that the 
opinions knowledge and ideas contained in a book could be destroyed 
for ever with a flame With the printing press this is more difficult, as 
copies of the same book would be spread about Nevertheless book 
burning continued through the centuries up to modem times * Books 
were burned in Germany in the 1930s, and in the United States m 
August 1956 the courts ordered the burning of specific books by the 
psychiatrist Wilhelm Reich They were burned along with other books 
by him which had nothing to do with the court order In England 
Salman Rushdie s Satanic Verses has been burned in public by 
protesters 

Book burning is a social practice there is a sense in which we know 
how to act we know how to respond we know the social significance of 
the act and what it represents The wntten word has great symbohe 
value There is something deep-rooted about this — connected with 
knowledge and power - and it relates to the burning of pictures and 
flags as protests the destruction of pop music records police raids on 
book shops and the shredding of documents 

There are many expliat controls today Literacy campaigns have 
been opposed by governments hteracy workers have been harassed 
and killed m various parts of the world including Southern Africa and 
Central Amenca The legal framework of literacy with laws affecting 
copyright photocopying royalties restricts m other ways The power 
exercised by governments is imposed on schools by laws and financial 
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control Newspapers and communications technologies are similarly 
controlled as are photocopying and copyright Most restrictions 
however are less explicit In any soaety the distnbution of literacy 
skills IS still patterned bv the soaal structure even if no one is 
speafically excluded from reading and wntmg Restncuons can take 
the form of access to education and jobs or to particular literacy 
practices Restnction of writing can be more sigmficant than 
restnction of reading because of its creative aspects giv ing the 
possibility of expressing ideas and points of view that may challenge 
existmg social institutions It is worth noting m literacy programmes 
for children and adults the extent to which they focus on writing rather 
than reading and what sort of wntmg (whether formstance they aim 
to provide people only with a narrow literacy related to work) 

A final form of restnction on access to literacy is probably one of the 
commonest that is restriction resulting from language choice Literacy 
IS always in a language and the introduction of literacy and 
particularly mass literacy is generally accompamed by the standard 
ization of language and the establishment of official languages or 
dialects This can be more or less consciously planned Such a process 
fi-equendy involves marginalization even elimination of vernacular 
languages and dialects along with the cultures which they support 
Restriction by language is not confined only to developing countries 
establishing language policies In contemporary Canada the national 
testing of functional literacy which only accepted English or French 
and did not count literacy m any other languages has been mentioned 
already 

Overall the picture that has often been pamted of the historical 
development of reading and writing is one of fewer and fewer 
restnctions being placed on the spread of literacy However tempting 
though this evolutionary picture of a tendency toward unrestricted 
literacy is it is hard to substantiate Even in contemporary advanced 
industrial soaeties the notion of universal literacy may still be more 
of an ideal than an actuality because there are very unequal patterns 
m the acquisition of literacy skills and their practice Even the 
philosophy of universal literacy is not necessarily followed internation 
ally - for example Unesco s expenmental hteracy programme was 
generally geared to key groups in a country rather than the mass of 
people In addition, the level of literacy skills required to function 
effectively m a complex urban society changes so that, for example 



78 Languages and I iteracies 

although the ability to sign ones name was once enough to be 
designated literate someone who was able to do no more than this m 
modern-day Furope Japan or America would not be considered to be 
hterate in any real sense In contemporary society examples of all of 
these forms of restnction can probably be identified they may be 
subtle and naturalized but they are still there The narrow range of 
voices with access to the media the restrictions on access to education 
the lack of support provided for children or adults with problems are 
all examples of restnctions on literacy Britain has a strongly class 
based and socially stratified system of education In Bntain there arc 
clear restnctions by language as well the literate traditions of Asia 
which some children brmg to school are not counted as literacy the 
languages are not allowed to be taught in school time and they arc 
often not even accepted as modem languages suitable for examination 
The control and manipulation of literacy is pervasive and depress 
mg m terms of what it means for people s rights and development and 
their sense of personal power The ray of hope in all this is that despite 
attempts at restnctions literacy has a life of its own People taught to 
read a religious tract are also able to read an opposing view given a 
glimpse of the possibilities people will teach themselves and extend 
their reading and wnting There have been self taught readers and 
writers throughout history The pnntmg press has ensured that 
burned books are hard to eradicate and as the quote from the novel 
Utz in an earher chapter suggests, maybe people can become immune 
to a totahtanan educational system 

Examination of the restnctions on literacy provides the beginning of 
social placing of literacy Many questions can be posed Who reads 
and wntes and what hteracies what literacy practices do they 
participate What are imposed hteraaes^ Which are taught which 
are accessible through education^ What are the social institutions 
which support and sustain particular literacies'^ In fact the questions 
posed about texts in the previous chapter (such as who would write a 
particular text, or who it was aimed at how it constructs the reader) 
arc all questions about the socitd patterning of literacy There are then 
social restnctions on people s readmg and writmg There is room for 
detailed studies of how particular institutions such as schoohng or the 
contemporary workplace sustain particular literacies and the way in 
which they do this through the L^al framework and other pressures 
For the moment I will turn to another top c as a c ear p e of the 
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social patterning of literacy which permeates all aspects of everyday 
life I shall examine differences in men s and women s hteracy 
practices 


Literacy is gendered 


Literacy is a highly gendered activity by this I mean that in all the 
domains covered so far literacy activities pattern differently according 
to gender In many ways literacy practices reflect more general gender 
differences in society but they are not a simple mapping of them 

Beginning with children s first books there eirc different ones for 
boys and for girls often they are colour coded for gender Children are 
read to more by female adults than by males and the teachers they 
come across in pre schools and early schooling are more likely to be 
female It seems that on average girls have fewer problems learning to 
read and more girls than boys start school being able to read 
Throughout schooling girls score higher on average than boys on tests 
revolving around reading and writing More boys than girls are 
diagnosed as dyslexic There are some schools just for boys m Bntam 
and some just for girls Some of the girls schools take boys up to 
around eight years of age The subjects girls choose at school are likely 
to involve more writing and be more associated with arts Boys and 
girls write about different things in schools Most teachers of Engbsh 
arc women as are most teachers of adult basic education Throughout 
childhood there are books and magazines for boys and different ones 
for girls, only a few are aimed at children generally 

Most people studying literature at universities m Britain are female 
most lecturers arc male In adulthood most scribal jobs m Britain are 
done by women and women are much more likely than men to have 
had traimng m shorthand word processing and other scnbal skills 
Much of the fiction adults choose to read differs by gender Women 
buy fewer newspapers than men and read different parts of the paper 
In the home men and women carry out different literacy chores with 
women usually keepmg up personal contact through letters and 
cards ^ The list could continue 

Historically these patterns have not always been the same so that in 
V ctonan Bri tain for example men were commonly secretaries cross 
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culturally there are some countries today where men commonly do 
the scnbal activities The status of a particular job varies m different 
countries Internationally the statistics on literacy levels throughout 
the world consistently show women to have higher levels of ilhteracy 
than men and to have less access to education generally There are 
some literacies such as Vai which are traditionally only available to 
men and also a few examples of scnpts only available to women such 
as a secret script used by women in parts of China 
To some extent the above is obvious to everyone in the culture but 
It is perhaps surprismg the extent of the gendering of literacy in 
contemporary society it touches every aspect of readmg and writing 
The depth of public acceptance of the gendenng of literacy is revealed 
m a collection of images of literacy made by Fic van Dijk in 
Amsterdam She is collectmg contemporary postcards and other 
images of people reading and writing notiang differences between 
how men and women are portrayed visually Looking through over 
five hundred postcards, there are striking differences in the literacy 
practices which the men and the women participate m according to 
these images with the men typically in more senous and dominating 
poses the men and the women are literally positioned differently 
Observing htcracy events, even by photographing them can be very 
revealing in this respect The ways in which men s and women s 
experiences of literacy axe different has been explored m many 
different areas including studies of girls and school literacy and 
studies of the role of literacy in women s lives and the significance of 
returning to study as an adult ® 
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Configurations of 
Language 



Written and spoken language 


A central question in understanding literacy is the relationship 
between written and spoken language In chapter 3 we began to see 
ways in which written and spoken language are intertwined When 
examining the origin of written language or children s development of 
literacy the importance of the spoken language will become obvious 
As an example of this to be pursued in a later chapter m the telling of 
bedttme stories the wntten story is located in spoken interaction One 
of the important aspects for learning to read is the spoken language 
around a written text While there are other influences on writing and 
literacy events are situated in general communicative activity it is 
important not to lose sight of the roots of the wntten word m the 
spoken I hope that the many meanings of this will become clearer 
The question of the relation between wntten and spoken language 
has received a great deal of attention from linguists smee the 1980s 
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When one examines what was written in that decade there is a very 
clear sense of progression in people s ideas about the topic In order to 
understand current views I want to document these changing ideas 
This chapter then will take the form of a history of ideas about written 
and spoken language showing how later ideas are built upon earlier 
ones and how there is now greater attention to the diversity of 
hteracies and to the embedding of language in its context 

To give the bnefest summary of developments up to 1980 there 
have been several shifts in emphasis The academics of two centuncs 
ago studied the past and dealt with written text to do this Literary 
academic life was largely the study of the wntten word Linguists at 
the beginning of this century were doing something distmctly different 
They were structuralists who described languages documenting and 
analysing as many languages of the world as possible They 
concentrated mainly on the sounds of the language and the grammar 
Wntten language was ignored as an unimportant denvative of spoken 
language to the extent that Leonard Bloomfield could deny that 
wnting was language It was merely a way of recording language 
Real language was spoken and linguists were encouraged in their 
trammg to ignore the written form (see Stubbs 1980, p 24} 

This was the dominant approach to studying language until the 
revolution in Imguistics in the 1960s associated with the work of 
Noam Chomsky Part of this new view was to treat language as bemg 
more abstract and independent of modality In this period there was 
little talk of differences between written and spoken language one 
talked of language in general In reality nearly all the work on 
processing on how we understand and produce language was 
concerned with the processing of spoken language What happiened 
between the car and the mouth was what concerned the p^hohnguists 
This period is important, as dunng it many of the current 
psychological approaches to language emerged However while some 
researchers studied the processes of language production and compre 
hension other researchers investigating grammar studied the products 
In retrospect the grammatical products which were studied analysed 
and evaluated were the products of writing questions about sentences 
being grammatical and well formed were questions about wntten 
language 

Fneouraged by Chomsky s entique of earher bchaviounst psv 
cholc^ the psychologica study of language had a decade s start over 
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investigation of social aspects It was the soaohnguistic critique of 
Chomsky s linguistics which drew attenUon to differences between 
written and spoken language Sociolinguists made tape recordings of 
real data and used these to question the judgements of Imguists 
which were based solely on intuition Sociolinguists talked of 
utterances and acceptability instead of sentences and grammaticality 
Data was attested rather than based on intuitions that is actual 
examples of real language use were collected To me this was a 
confrontation between data from two different sources, written 
language and spoken language and it led to people exammmg the 
differences between wntten and spoken It is instructive that one of the 
first general books in this new field of htcracy was entitled Language and 
Literacy The Soaolinguistics of Reading and Writing (Stubbs 1980) The 
title signals that the point of departure for much discussion of wntten 
and spoken language was sociolinguistics (although the field of 
sociolinguistics IS still concerned primarily with studying language 
variation m spoken language) 

From the point at which attention was focused on wntten and 
spoken language one could identify three phases which this research 
has gone through in less than a decade Firstly there was a phase of 
acceptmg that the two forms of language are different and attempting 
to identify the differences The second phase was more cautious in 
identifymg the differences and began to examme overlaps and talk m 
terms of a continuum or contmua from wntten to spoken The third 
phase accepts there are not just two forms of language rather there 
are many complex configurations of language involving both wntmg 
and speech I will deal in turn with each of these three phases of 
thinking about wntten and spoken language as each has added to our 
understanding of literacy 


Wntten and spoken are different 

The first phase of examimng wntten and spoken language started from 
differences in modality (meaning here the medium in which they arc 
produced) and then examined differences in structure between wntten 
and spoken language The differences in modality are striking Spoken 
language exists m an aural medium in real t me it is continuous and is 
accompamed by hes tanons errors pauses false starts and redund 
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ancy there are para linguistic features like voice quality and kinesic 
features like gesture and body language It decays or disappears 
immediately and so must be understood or remembered in real time 
The hearer is present giving a shared context between speaker and 
hearer which can be referred to implicitly with words like that here 
now the context provides the possibility of interrupUon feedback 
monitoring 

Wntten language is characterized as the opposite of spoken 
language m terms of all these features It exists visually and is more 
permanent than spoken language Being visual a Imguistic analysis 
into sentences, words and segments is provided m the text Many 
sweeping generalizations about wntten language are made There is 
no speaker present, hesitations and errors have been removed and 
there is no shared context nor the possibdity of feedback or 
interruption Wntten language is seen as out there prepared formal 
Sind decontextualized 

In many ways spoken language has the advantage over written 
language Stubbs (1980) lists the superiority of speech in many areas 
It came first m history long before writing, it is first in individuals 
learning It is acquired naturally has a biological basis exists in all 
cultures of the world and has more functions than written language 
However contrasted with this long hst of ±e advantages of spoken 
language wntten language has a social pnonty m that it cames 
greater social status in many societies and often caxnes legal weight 

Given these differences between spoken and wntten people then 
examined structural differences between the two They did this either 
by comparing some spoken text such as the transenpt of a 
conversation with a wntten text such as an aczidemic article or they 
set up experiments where subjects had to respond to a situation with 
either a spoken account or a wntten account The actual texts could 
then be compared Structural differences at all levels of language 
were found At the broadest level spoken texts were orgamzed m a 
different way from wntten texts Wntten texts were more likely to have 
deliberate organization with an overall thesis paragraphs and other 
forms of discourse structure Wntten language had clear and complete 
sentences Within sentences the grammatical structure was hkely to be 
more complex with complex noun phrases and subordmate struc 
tures so that the miormation m wnttoi language is packed m densely 
with many which s and that s Spoken language had a simpler 
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grammar with sentences co ordinated - linked together with and s 
and then s The vertical layered syntax of wntmg contrasted with the 
honzontal linked s> ntax of speech 

It IS fruitful to yiew w ntten and spoken language as having different 
grammars The basic unit of written language was undoubtedly the 
sentence clearly marked with capital letter and full stop while the 
unit of spoken language was more murky either the vague utterance 
or idea unit or some artificial vanant of the clause such as the T nmt 
Within a written sentence certain grammatical structures were 
preferred There would be more passives subjunctives relative 
clauses and nommahzations in written language Wntmg would also 
have more definite articles participles attnbutive adjectives and 
auxiliaries ^ Overall a written text was likely to be shorter with longer 
words and a wider vanet> of words Spoken language meanwhile had 
more imperatives questions and exclamations more active verbs and 
more deictic terms (those words like here now and that) Written 
language was more dense more deliberately orgamzed and contained 
more new mformation It is important to emphasize that spoken 
language still has ite own structure some grammanans have 
mistakenly viewed spoken language as failed language with deleted 
parts of speech and badly formed sentences 

The hst of differences be^'ween written and spoken is long and 
impressive What is surpnsing in retrospect given that the seeming 
extremes of conversation and literary text were compared is how 
slight the structural differences are For each of the two forms of 
l anguag e there IS more of this structure or less of that one but overall 
there are no clear differences There is no structure found only m 
written language or only m spoken For every difference between the 
two one IS forced to say typically in writing there is typically more of 
this structure than of that structure Nothing is absolute There is a 
great deal of overlap between these two extremes, and it appears that 
writing has developed no syntactic structures which are not also found 
m spoken language 

A similar oondiLSion that there are not great differences, comes 
from exam in ing differences m the processing of written and spoken 
language There are many studies of the differences between how 
people understand remember and recall items which are wntten and 
ones which are spoken (such as some of the studies m Olson et al 

985 What strikes me in these studies is how small and relatively 
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insigniBcant are the difFerences between how people understand 
written messages and how they understand spoken messages To some 
extent it may be that we construct a meaning which we keep hold of 
and we throw away the medium Once more there is no great divide 


Continua from written to spoken 

A second stage m understanding differences between written and 
spoken language came with the acceptance that casual conversation 
and hterary texts were two extremes and that maybe letters to friends 
and lectures to classes came somewhere m between The idea was that 
any example of language lay on a contmuum from written to spoken 
language A continuum implies the idea of a straight line drawn 
between two points 

When people tned to place letters to friends and lectures to classes 
on a continuum it very quickly became clear that there was not one 
contmuum but rather there were several continua or dimensions 
from speech to writing each dimension being different All sorts of 
dimensions were proposed some referring to the way m which the 
language was produced, some referring to structural features of the 
text or to other aspects One dimension was formal-informal written 
language is more formal than spoken language both m its production 
and in terms of the resultant text Connected to this was the dimension 
of planned unplanned wntten language had considerable planning 
behmd it so that the text was more organized and had the false starts 
and hesitations removed while spoken language was in some sense 
unplanned The idea of spoken language being unplanned was 
confusing to psycholinguists who had studied the planning involved m 
speech taking much of their evidence from the false starts hesitations 
and pauses of speaking With just two dimensions one can see how 
they are linked - formal language tends to be more planned - but at 
the same time one can see that in situations requiring formal language 
whether wntten or spoken, the language can be planned to varying 
degrees 

Another set of proposed dimensions clustered around the idea of the 
explicitness of wntten language and the meanings which are conveyed 
by the two modahties The meamng m wntten language was expUcit 
while in spoken it was sc^ as being more imphcit In the wntten text 
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the meaning was in the text - sentence meaning - while in speech the 
meaning lay more in the intentions oi the speaker - spealcer meaning 
Related to this spoken language had a context while written language 
wras seen as being decontextuahzed Written language was concerned 
with conveying information and logical meaning spoken language 
conveyed alEFect and interpersonal meanmg Each of these differences 
could be seen as a continuum on which any example of written or 
spoken language could be placed 

The structural differences could also be described as a continuum 
Rather than the earlier characterization of written as bemg more 
complex in structure than spoken, there was considerable work on the 
discourse structure of spoken language arguing that the way spoken 
language cohesed or held together structurally was different from 
written language but equally complex Written language was dense 
and integrated while spoken was looser and more fragmented 
Written had syntactic complexity while spoken had discourse 
complexity One way of visualizing this is as a hierarchical orgamza 
tion of written texts compared with the honzontal co-ordinated 
organization of speech on another continuum 

Which of these are crucial^ Which of these dimensions arc basic and 
which derive from other dimensions^ One answer to this suggested by 
Wallace Chafe saw a modality difference between written and spoken 
as the basic difference which others are derived from Chafe pointed 
out (1982, p 36) that speaking is faster than writing, and slower than 
readmg , and he argued that other differences are denved from this 
While speaking and Ustening go on together at the same time at the 
same pace in a shared context writmg and reading pull m different 
directions The physical act of writing takes a long time while the act 
of reading can be very speedy quicker even than kstemng to spoken 
language 

The two dimensions which he saw as crucial and which derive from 
this basic difference m how written and spoken language are produced 
and understood are the dimensions of detachment and involvement, 
and of integration and fragmentation Involvement and detachment 
refer to the stance of the partiapants Speakers express more 
mvolvcment with themselves with the hearer and with the subject 
matter than do writers Integration and fragmentation are more 
descnptions of the text reflecting differences m the structure of written 
and spoken texts described earher 
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This IS as far as the idea of continua between written and spoken has 
gone although one development has been to examine large corpora of 
data and to derive dimensions statistically (e g Biber 1988) Some of 
the people who have studied diiferences between written and spoken 
throughout the decade such as Deborah Tannen realized some of the 
limitations of this approach and began to search round for alternative 
ways of talking such as positmg oral and literate strategies, which can 
be used in both speakmg and writing (see Tannen 1985) 


Configurations of language 

The idea of one continuum or several continua separating written and 
spoken language is too simplistic a view of the relationship m several 
ways Firstly when focusmg on the supposed extremes of conversation 
versus the literary essay what has happened is that other forms of 
writing and speech have been ignored When other forms such as 
personal letters are exammed m detail it is clear that m fact they do 
not he half way along some straight line between conversation and 
essay In addition if we look at other technologies beyond the pen and 
paper we find quite different forms of language which agam do not he 
between conversation and essay Also in many literacy events the 
written and spoken cannot be disentangled Finally we find written 
and spoken so intertwined that good wntmg contains oral strategies I 
will give examples to illustrate each of these points m turn 

Niko Besnier an Amencan anthropologist has studied the personal 
letters wntten by people on the Pacific atoll of Nukulaelae who speak - 
and write — Tuvaluan a Polynesian language (Besmer 1988 1989) He 
studied five spoken registers and two wntten registers, analysing the 
Imguistic features used in these different forms of language The 
features he looked at included those which have been mentioned 
earlier as appearmg differentially in wntten and spoken language 
such as relative clauses and complex noun phrases Forty two such 
hnguistic features were counted m each of the registers When 
analysed statistically onto dimensions it is possible to see their relative 
importance There are many lessons for those studying differences 
between wntten and spoken language I want to focus on just a few 
Firstly the two written registers were not at one end of the dimensions 
with the spoken registers at the other end rather they were all mixed 
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in Secondly the personal letters were at the extreme end of one of the 
dimensions one roughly corresponding to the informational versus 
interactional focus which was mentioned earlier However it was not 
at the end predicted by the continuum research of the last section 
personal letters were not at the information end of this dimension they 
were at the interactional end What this means is that in terms of 
Imguistic features which can be easily counted and analysed personal 
letters display more affect emotion and interpersonal feeling than 
conversation and the other spoken registers which Besmer studied 
Several more general points about differences between written and 
spioken language can be made from this one example Firstly, letter 
writing or any other form of lar^uage, is not something which can be 
described just in terms of its mode of production What letter wntmg is 
and how it is defined is a social issue different bnds of letter wntmg 
are defined within any one culture and may vary from culture to 
culture Examining letter writing in another culture draws our 
attention to this and if we return to personal letters m mainstream 
western culture, I am sure we will also find that they do not fall neatly 
halfway between everyday conversation and literary essay In fact 
there are probably forms of emotion and affect expressed m personal 
letters which are not expressed orally 
The approach of examining different forms of language can be 
extended by considering the possibilities provided by different 
technolt^ies The different configurations of wntten and spoken make 
any comparison of the two very problematic Conversation on the 
telephone to start with is clearly spoken language, but it has some of 
the properties assoaated with wntten language of less shared context 
and few {possibilities for feedback The answerphone has in addition no 
hearer present A radio broadcast has a different configuration of 
features and a news broadcast may be spoken language which is being 
read from a wntten text The radio phone-in brings further 
possibilities as does the tape-recorder Fax machines telepnnters and 
computer electronic maihng bnng different forms of communication, 
some of which such as electromc mail seem to give nse to different 
forms of language while others, such as the fax machme may be less 
likely to, they all change commtmication practices People approach 
new technologies by applymg their existing practices to the new 
medium so that as has happened with electronic mail they may at 
nrst encounter problems of mterpcrsooal communicatioii 
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Something which is obvious in these forms of language associated 
with new technologies is that we cannot readily disentangle the written 
aspect from the spoken aspect As technologies are developed even the 
link between reading and wnting on the one hand and speaking and 
listening on the other hand breaks down computers can in a limited 
way write down what is spoken to them and speak what is written The 
relative speed of these four functions which was at the basis of Chafe s 
dimensions seems inapplicable m the new computer age he very much 
had the idea of paper and pen m mind This point about the difficulty 
of unravelling the written word from the spoken is made obvious when 
we consider these different technologies This can be seen when 
attempting to unravel hteracy events in people s everyday lives two 
people puzzling over the instructions for a new digital watch or trying 
to deapher a tram timetable together are using written and spoken 
language totally tied up with each other 

The original mvestigations of differences between wntten and 
spoken language were based upon the idea that a literate culture 
shakes off the seemmg madequacies of oral culture and develops 
distinctly different ways of making meaning and of communicating 
Consequently the role of spoken language and oral traditions in 
literate culture were played down However the endunng importance 
of many aspects of spoken language in contemporary society has 
become more and more apparent People have identified oral 
traditions in literate culture and found no contradiction in acceptmg 
them alongside written language These can be identifiable oral 
traditions such zis urban myths and stones, it is also true that oral 
transmission is a major influence m the maintenance of most soaal 
practices whether it is child rearing learning a new job, or the 
conventions of legal and educational institutions Even in the most 
seemingly literate of environments, such as the law court a 
schoolroom or a university office most of the conventions of how to act 
and what to do are passed on orally 

In fact the whole idea of distinguishmg wntten and spoken 
language begins to break down They are not actually separable m real 
hfe smee spoken language is an important context for most literacy 
events As Michael Halhday has observed when discussing differences 
between written and spoken language They are both language and 
language is more important than cither It is a mistake to become too 
much obsessed with the medium 1985 p 9^ We will return to this 
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issue of the relation of written and spoken later when discussing 
language events as an alternative to literacy events 
Finally I have been assuming that it is sensible to talk about 
language in general that there is something called English which 
covers both written and spoken forms However it is worth pursumg 
the idea that written language is a different language firom spoken 
language with its own forms conventions and grammar While it may 
not be so easy to see this for English there are many examples such as 
Greek and Arabic where it is accepted by hnguists that a gulf exists 
between standard, classical wntten forms and everyday spoken ones 
If one knows one of these forms whether it be the written or the 
spoken one nevertheless has to icam the other as a different language 
An example closer to English is that of French where through 
language change over time the wntten and the spoken languages are 
quite different There are some quite basic ways in which they are 
grammatically very distinct In spoken French for example adjectives 
and nouns are not marked for number - that is singular and plural 
forms are normally pronounced the same as each other In the written 
language however they are always distinguished Similarly, wntten 
French has far more different verb forms than spoken French It is 
differences such as these which linguists would pomt to m order to 
aigue for treating two languages as different from each other The 
relation between written and spoken is specific to a language then 
and is different for different languages It is also a dynamic 
relationship which can change over time 


Decontextualized and explicit^ 

Two ideas which have been associated with the written and spoken 
debate are that wntten language is exphcit and that it is decontextual 
ized These properties of written language are then Imked with speafic 
reasoning abilities which are exphcit and decontextualized and the 
connection is made that the reasoning abilities have their source in 
learning to read and wnte It should be clear now from the discussion 
of wntten language that neither of these is true wntten language is not 
expliat and it is not decontextualized 
It IS central to the notion of an ecological view of literacy that it is 
always contextualized human activity always takes place withm a 
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AAfith A text the shsrcti knowledge which 3iII hmn^n 
understEnding depends upon is part of the context This is knowledge 
concerned with the content of the text it is also knowledge of the 
genre the conventions of the discourse To some extent the confusion 
arises because learning spoken language as a young child is so tied up 
with the immediate context learning is also gradually moving away 
from the immediate context and children do this with spoken 
language as well as with wntten 

Of course language varies in the extent to which it relies on the 
immediate context to be understood A distinction made by Frank 
Smith IS useful here (1984 p 147) He refers to situation dependent 
language and situation independent language Situation dependent 
language makes use of the environment for clues to meaning this can 
be done in many ways for example with deictic words like that and 
there Both wntten and spoken language can be situation dependent 
Situation independent language can be discussions explanations 
stories which do not refer to the immediate context and again they 
can be wntten or spoken Nevertheless even when not relying on the 
immediate situation wntten language still has a context 

The idea of wntten language being exphat, contaimng all the 
meaning m the text so that no reference to the context is needed for 
comprehension is related to this It has been the aun of some forms of 
wntten discourse which have been developed histoncally to be more 
exphat and self contained The language of law is the most sinking 
example of this, with the idea that all people interpretmg the law will 
interpret it in the same way more preasely it is that other lawyers m 
court will interpret it in the same way since laws are written in a 
language which excludes ordinary readers Rather than seeing all 
meamng as bang m the text, it is probably more useful to think of 
lawyers as a discourse community with shared notions of context It is 
interesting that as legal arguments move further up the courts for 
example where an appeal is taken to the highest court m the country 
the legal discussion is more and more likely to revolve around 
language They are discussing interpretations of the text Much of the 
discussion in the highest courts concerns the meanings of words and 
the intentions of the original lawmakers The idea of intertextuahty 
how lawyers get current meanings by refernng to earlier texts is also 
relevant here Language falls down when total precision and one single 
meaning arc needed That is why throughout the history of hteracy 
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new notations like algebra calculus and formal logic have been 
invented Decontextuahzed language is an aim which cannot be 
achieved with ordinary human language This is because of the very 
nature of language Explicit notations have had to be invented 
The belief that written language is explicit and decontextualized has 
been used to argue that there are great diiferences between oral 
cultures and literate cultures However to assume that since 
expository texts are explicit if m fact they are so, they are the only 
source of explicitness in a culture and that cultures without expository 
texts lack a certain form of reasoning is a false argument It is a form 
of the deficit argument its reasomng is as follows We (i e hterate 
cultures) have something (literacy) which leads to something else 
(explicitness) Another culture lacks the first attribute therefore it 
lacks the second This is the falseness of the argument it is totally 
possible and in fact true that there exist other possible sources or 
causes of exphatness This error m arguing comes from examinin g 
only our own language or culture in detail and then identifymg certain 
aspects which other cultures lack This is done without mvestigatmg 
these other cultures in detail and crucially not ex am i nin g how they 
might use different means to achieve the same ends 
The language of oral cultures has not been studied to the extent that 
the language of written cultures has been However it is essential to 
dispel the myth that people m oral cultures sit on their haunches all 
day in the sun chatting to each other and that idle conversation is their 
mam form of speaking Rather, people m oral cultures as in all 
soaeties have a range of discourses available to them Oral cultures 
can have schools legal systems and pohtical structures and these 
institutions demand particular forms of language Those who have 
examined ways of speaking m oral cultures have demonstrated that 
people use other means to achieve the effects attributed to writing m 
hterate cultures Several examples of this can be given Firstly one 
claim IS that writing enables the ongmators of a message to distance 
themselves from the content of the message This may be true but it is 
incorrect to imply that oral cultures do not have ways for speakers to 
disteince themselves from the messages they carry This may be 
achieved by form of words, by tone of voice by stance or by costume 
but It is certainly a feature of the discourse of oral cultures To take 
another exzimple the suggestion that oral cultures lack metalinguistic 
terms that is words for talkin g about language is easily coimtercd 
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by several anthropologists wl o have exam_ncd m detail the language 
of vanous cultures Each of these studies of very different oral cultures 
demonstrates that non literate people can talk about talking in very 
sophisticated ways Further oral cultures can have forms of speech 
which are as distinct from everyday conversation as expository text is 
in our culture They have a wide variety of spoken genres and there 
have been studies of oral poetry oral literature and ritual commumca 
tion The final point which comes fi:om such studies is that it probably 
does not make much sense to lump all oral cultures together as if they 
represent one sort of culture with one sort of language ^ 


7 

Writing Systems and 
Other Notations 



Writing systems 


This chapter continues the discussion of written language by 
examining some of the wnting systems used for languages of the world 
It extends an ecological understanding of wnting by showing how 
vmtmg systems relate to the structure of the languages which they 
represent by companng the vanous social demands on wnting 
systems and by locating wnting as one of many symbohc notations 
which people use in their lives 

There are two prinaples upon which writing systems can be based 
These two pnnciples reflect the commonly stated fact that language 
can be analysed on two levels it can be analysed m terms of sounds or 
m terms of tneanings Either of these pnnciples can be used to express 
language in a written form In practice writing systems TnaW use of 
both pnnciples In reahty descnbmg a particular writing system 
involves much more than specifying the units that axe its building 
blocks and it mcludes punctuation layout and senpt. However the 
units represent the prmap es underlymg the constnicdon Inevitably 
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the description which follows here s dii ovcrsimplificat on and fuller 
descriptions can be found Ji books devoted to writing systems {e g 
Gaur 1984 Harris 1986 Sampson 1985) 

The logograpbic script of Chmese is usually cited as the modern 
example of a language which rehes on meaning The basic unit of the 
wnting system is the character The character is a unit of meaning so 
that the simplest characters represent mdividual morphemes (the 
minimal umts of meaning m a language) There is a traditional 
classification into six distinct types of character in terms of how they 
are constructed Some characters are purely anchored m meaning m 
that they are visual abstractions of the meaning of the word For 
example the character for tree is an abstraction of a picture of a tree 
However most characters arc more complex than this and contain 
some clue to the pronunciation of the word as well as a clue to their 
meaning The most common type of character is made up of two parts 
a radical which contams a clue to the meaning and a phonetic 
which contains a clue to the pronunciation There is a relatively 
small fixed number of radicals (around two hundred) and they are 
used as components of a large number of characters Such characters 
are know as phonetic compounds and it is estimated that around 90 
per cent of characters are composed m this way Thus the great 
majority of Chinese characters have internal structure The Chmese 
writing system has a history of being misunderstood in the West A 
common misconception is the image of Chinese people havir^ to learn 
by memory 40,000 unrelated squi^les This idea is constantly 
repeated hut is totally incorrect ^ 

Japanese is mteresting m that it uses both sound based and 
meaning based umts Japanese is the oft-quoted example of a syllabic 
wntmg system The spoken language is straightforward m that it is 
fairly simple and regular in its syllable structure and only a small 
number of syllable symbols (around forty) are needed to write it 
However the writing system is far more complex Japanese uses two 
distinct syllabaries to wnte the language — words of Japanese ongm 
and grammatical morphemes are written m kiragana, while words of 
foreign ongm are written in katakana In addition up to a third of all 
words are wntten using Chinese characters Finally, despite the 
common descriptions of Japanese as utilizing three senpts it is 
unportant to emphasize that m foot it uses four Roman letters, romajt 
are also used for example in newspapers There are also common 
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abbreviations in romajt and even mixed systems within a word Th e se 
four systems coexist in any one sentence and the reader of a text is in 
fact contending with four different systems at the same tunc The 
proportion of Chinese characters in Japanese wntmg declmed m the 
first half of the twentieth century but now appears to be stable (see 
Coulmas 1991) 

English has an alphabetic writmg system where the symbols bear 
some relation to the sounds of the language It is not a direct 
relationship and as with Chinese the symbols (the letters) may best 
be desenbed as providing a due to the sounds That English utilizes 
both principles sound and meaning is also true although it may be 
less obvious firstly written English may contain logographs such as 
& 6, etc and secondly many idiosyncratic speUings such as ngkt 
write nte act as logographs As in Japanese and Chinese they serve to 
keep potential homophones (words that sound the same) apart m 
writing and have to be learnt individually Similarly the morpho 
phonemic information m our spelling system (the relatedncss of words 
like sign and signature for example) often provides a clue to meanmg 

Describing wntmg systems in this way should danfy some potential 
problems with the different wntmg systems With English we should 
realize that the aim is not solely to provide a phonetic representation 
and that English is not necessarily inadequate where it fails to have 
regular sign symbol correspondences The logograpbic nature of our 
words may be demonstrated by the tenaaty with which many English 
speakers resist any changes to the spelling however mmor 

When we accept that two distinct prmaples are being used then the 
Japanese wntmg system makes much more sense to the outsider 
There may m fact be advantages m an explicit mixture of the two 
systems This could also be true of Chinese China has been promoting 
the pinyin alphabet for the written language for several decades along 
with other reforms of the language What outsiders regard as slowness 
to adopt this seeming advantage may have its source in the advantages 
inherent in usmg logographs for representing Chinese (such as to 
distmgmsh homophones and to make the written language accessible 
across diverse dialects) Currently pmyin is used primarily as a 
supplementary system for example in providing children leammg to 
read with a phonetic representation of new characters and when 
introducing a new character into the adult language In fact there is no 
reason to think that Chinese will ever abandon characters if there are 
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to be changes then like Japanese Chinese may well develop a mixed 
wnting system ^ 


Companng writing systems 

The relation of languages and wntmg systems needs to be clarified 
Firstly spoken languages differ widely m the ways they are 
constructed and a wnting system cannot be discussed m isolation 
from the language it is being applied to The Chinese writing system 
for instance, suits the Chinese language in certam ways because of 
particular facts about the way m which Chinese is constructed 
Chinese has very few mflections to add to the ends of words it also has 
a large number of homophones These two different facts about 
Chinese contribute to a Ic^graphic system suiting that language fairly 
well This IS one example of the distinctiveness of different languages 
To give another example, this tunc from Arabic most words are 
based upon tnliteral roots - that is words which have three 
consonants Words with related meanings are then made from the root 
with different vowels between the consonants The root for words to do 
with writing is k t b For example ke wrote is katab the word for books 
IS kitab for writer it is kahb, and the word for Koranic school is kotab 
Prefixes and suffixes can be added to the root so that maktab the 
word used by Bnan Street for one of the forms of literacy m Iran is 
also the word for office, and maktabeh the word for hbrary As with 
other related languages wnting the vowels is often optional and words 
can be understood with only the consonants when vowels are needed 
to make wntmg comprehensible vowel symbols can be added 
attached to the consonant symbols as diacritics This is a different way 
of making words from English There arc important implications of 
this for understandmg the histoncal development of writing systems 
This is a different example of how the structure of languages is 
significant in understanding how the wntten language works 
These are just small examples, but they are part of a broader 
problem Many common views of language are Unguacentric m that 
they do not accept that other languages differ from their own their 
own IS usually Enghsh or another dommant language The discussion 
will return later to other ways in which contemporary culture is often 
huguacentne, such as m cot the range of ation n a 



99 


iVntmg SysUms and Otkar Notaitons 

language denying multilingualism in most countries, ignonng major 
vernacular languages such as Catalan 

The first point that needs to be made in examining any advantages 
and disadvantages of different writing systems is that as explained 
above, different writing systems may suit different languages so that a 
syllabic system may be totally appropriate for a language such as 
Japanese which has a simple and regular syllabic structure while 
such a system would be very cumbersome in another language such as 
English With alphabetic systems there are problems dealing with 
suprasegmental phenomena (those which extend over more than one 
segment) such as tone in tone languages We can go further than this 
and pomt out that different languages themselves vary m terms of how 
easy they are to ■write down spoken English, for example, has certain 
properties - such as the ubiquitous reduced vowels m about mless 
photographic photography which the writing system has never ade 
quatelv captured and which make English a fairly messy languj^ to 
wnte down 

That certain writing systems suit certain languages is not to suggest 
that writing systems are adopted for a language solely on this basis 
Writing systems are adopted for political reasons maps of the spread 
of wnting systems and maps charting the extent of Chinese based 
wntmg or Arabic based wntmg or English based wnting are maps of 
economic and religious domination The choice of wntmg system is 
firstly a political decision and within that constraint further decisions 
are made (see for example, Wellisch 1978) There are also examples of 
languages such as Hindi and Urdu which have two different wntmg 
systems and two different names according to religious or political 
divisions 

A point which needs to be made if we are to evaluate difierent 
writing systems is that there is not one simple dimension on which to 
base such an evaluation Wntmg systems serve many different 
purposes and these will wnpiose different and sometimes contradictory 
demands (see Berry 1958 1977 Venezky 1977) Two demands to 
begin with are those made by someone learning to read and those 
made by a fluent reader do writing systems differ in how easy they are 
to learn and do wnting systems differ in how quickly or efficiently 
they can be read by the mature reader^ As we will see neither of these 
demands is itself a straightforward matter They are distinct as there 
IS no obvious reason to expect that the charactcnstics that aid the 
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mature reader arc the same ones as those wh ch make it easy for 
the learner Things §et more compl cated when wc consider that the 
learner can be an adult or a child, and the language can be their first 
or their second language Most focus has been on the child learner 
and this makes a good example 

Although fluent reading need not be viewed in relation to spoken 
language Icarnmg to read typically starts from the spoken language 
Different wntmg systems require the learner to attend to different 
aspects of the language (the meanmg or the sounds) and at different 
levels of detail (syllables or segments) A logographic system is 
probably the easiest to master at the very early stages of learning to 
read and a child recogmzmg whole words in English is effectively 
treating Enghsh words as logographs Syllable based systems such as 
Japanese demand less detailed analysis of the spoken language It is 
claimed that with such systems children learn to read more quickly 
and do not expenence reading problems such as dyslexia ® It seems 
that at the very beginning stages of learning to read alphabetic 
systems such as English are overly complex * Pure alphabetic systems 
have the advantage that once one has cracked the code one can read 
any word This is also true with a syllabic system there are more 
symbols to learn but once one has mastered them any word is 
readable With logographs the learnmg continues into adulthood with 
parts of each new character bemg learned separately There is a 
parallel here with English spelling— we are never sure of the spelling of 
a new word we hear until we have seen it written down we are often 
unsure of how to pronounce a word we come across m reading until we 
hear it spoken 

There has been considerable interest in what is referred to as the 
efficiency of different scripts (see for example Taylor 1981 Hcnder 
son 1982) At the surface level of dealmg with the visual information 
the processes involved in reading a text will differ with different 
writing systems The question posed is whether a skilled reader can 
read more eflSaently that is more quickly and accurately in one 
system than another Most of the research on readmg processes has 
concentrated on English ^ While comparisons between scripts are 
difficult to make without bringing m a host of other factors probably 
all researchers would agree that there arc not global differences in 
efficiency attributable solely to the type of writing system Certamly 
there is no support for the dea of alphabetic senpts beix^ more 
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efficient in this sense than other scripts ® Within a wnting system 
individual scripts may lead to more confusion than others so that 
German wntten in Gothic scnpt and modem scnpt and different 
people s handwriting can differ dramatically m legibility Different 
forms of layout and different fonts can of course have great effects on 
readability 

Just a few of the demands on a writing system have been covered 
here The hsts of demands that can be made on a writing system can 
easily be extended beyond ease of learning to read and efficiency for 
the mature reader One could discuss ease of learmng to write and 
effiaency for the skilled adult writer Writing mvolves a whole set of 
different skills from mading and places different demands on a wri ting 
system One aspect of this is the ease with which it can be incorporated 
into forms of technology Japanese and Chinese have proved 
cumbersome for printing and typing However computmg presents a 
new configuration of factors and with this technology Chinese 
characters present fewer problems of storage retneval or pnntmg (see 
Stallings 1975 Becker 1984) (At first the alphabet was thought to be 
particularly suited to the computer to some extent design was geared 
to the alphabet ) One could easily continue with this list of demands 
addmg, subdividing and reorganizing the critena For our purposes 
here we have demonstrated that each writing system has advantages 
and disadvantages and that they have to be discussed m relation to 
the specific language which they are expressmg 


Other notations 


So far I have been talking of wntmg and writing systems in terms of 
scripts and continuous prose texts and of their relationship to English, 
but there are many other things which are wntten There are other 
symbol systems which are part of wntmg or which are doscly linked 
with It Literacy is so much more than encoding spoken language mto 
wntmg It IS important to mention some of these other symbol systems 
and to get an idea of their breadth before getting on to topics like the 
ongm of wnting and the significance of pnntmg Beginning to explore 
these symbol systems is part of the idea of pixamining how wntmg 
extends language 
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Numbers are a good startmg point for th s discussion It seems 
reasonable to assume that historically numbers denve from language 
and that much mathematics is dependent on the fact that it can be 
wntten {see Hurford 1987} Numbers have many different functions 
they can be used to count things to order things to measure things 
and more I wiU give examples here of their use in algebra In algebra 
letters numbers words and ideographs (like = ) are often mixed as m 


if x = 3 and y = 4 
then 3x + 4y = 25 

n fact the letters and numbers are also ideographs m this example 
Also the words are often unnecessary 

x = 3 y = 4 
3x + 4y = 25 

iere everything is ideographic Note that it also has been freed from 
being English and can be understood m several languages Speakers of 
many languages who know a httle mathematics can read it and 
understand it Interestingly if they read it out loud they might say 
very different things (There is a parallel here between this and the 
way speakers of different dialects of Chinese understand each other in 
writing but not m speech ) This example still has Roman letters but it 
need not, as when Greek symbols are used As things get more 
compheated there are conventions for reading aloud which are 
presumably very important for teachii^ and discussing 

3((x +y) + (x~y))^ 

Dften people mvent these forms and th«i learn conventions for saying 
them And presumably m mathematics or computing there are some 
forms which are unutterable. 

Is someone who cannot read the above examples — that is utter them 
- hterate^ Is someone who cannot read the above examples — that is 
comprehend them — literate^ The sort of answers I would give to these 
questions should be obvious from the book so far Another question is 
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ivhether or not thev are English The whole world of students of 

mathematics in Japan China Finland and Lesotho all understand the 

above examples Nevertheless there are only a few languages m which 
there are textbooks of algebra There are only a few languages m 
which such things are wnttcn 1 his is true of many subjects nuclear 
physics, hip replacement chemotherapy In a classroom the text and 
the talk around the text can often be in different languages an idea 
which has been mentioned already 
Mathematics is relatively self contained and it is often useful to see 
these symbolic systems (algebra geometry computer languages) as 
separate languages (This has been discussed within bnguistics foj. 
example in Chomsky s work many years ago on mathematically 
different types of languages ) However, viewmg them as hteracies 
means discussir^ different issues There is a sense in which they are 
self contained Nevertheless, they are each taught designed discussed 
and used within the context of a human language such as English or 
Korean or Urdu Their ecology is that they are embedded withm 
particular human languages and are associated with particular 
language practices in writing and m the talk around them 
An ecological or practice account of other symbohc systems draws 
attention to the same issues which arc arising in the discussion of print 
hteracy With numeracy for instance, it emphasizes the cultural basis 
of numeracy how it is located m particular practices how it is spread 
dififa"entiaUy through society how there are numeraaes as well as 
hteraacs, and more The cultural aspects of numeracy have usually 
been echpsed at the expense of the cognitive aspects Many questions 
come up How are they used in everyday life that is what are people s 
everyday practices, and how docs this relate to the ways m which they 
are formally taught^ In any numeracy event what is the mi x of oral 
and htcrate'^ What happens in bihngual situations whether it is the 
infant classroom or the international conference^ What roles do 
different people take? How are the actmues gendered? Some of these 
questions are being addressed by researchers mentioned already ’ 
There are many other notations which like writing systems and 
algebra make use of sequenang this is commonly left to right 
ordering These include chemical equations computer programs 
knittmg patterns musical notations hngmstic rules, dance notations 
Each has its own history some are very recent, while dance notations 
have been around smee the ISOOs and musical notations arc odcr 
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Some like musical notations are written continuously and wrap 
around at the ends of lines like prose writing However most of them 
tnylff use of separate hnes like poetry This is an additional use of 
physical space and is a dependence on layout Note that computer 
languages such as Basic also have different dialects and issues of 
standardization anse There are questions about which of these 
notations are still in a particular language Notations for sign 
languages for deaf people are an mterestmg example m that they are 
currently being developed with different conventions forming for 
British and Amencan Sign Language (see the introductory chapters in 
the British sign language dictionary Brien 1992} 

To take one of these examples that of music again there are many 
parallels with prmt literacy There are many different musical systems 
throughout the world Western musical notation was designed for 
particular purposes for certain narrow sorts of music, it was 
developed and added to as the need arose throughout the centuries 
Nowadays there are additions to solve particular problems for 
example when wntmg down steel band music or other forms which 
were previously unwritten In the histoncal development of music 
there are strong parallels with the development of wntmg systems in 
the way innovations moved from one system to another with people 
sometimes inventing systems without knowing other systems There is 
one dominant system the Western system and there are some things 
It IS good at representing and others it represents less well It fits some 
music well but not others There are particular problems it cannot 
solve easily The Western system has become naturahzed in that 
people often beheve it to be superior m all aspects to other systems or 
even to be the only real system A practice account of musical literacy 
would be very revealmg It is probably true that for example the 
great majonty of people who play musical instruments m the world are 
not literate Such an account would show that the actual use of 
musical systems is part of cultural practices For instance Western 
music IS commonly read while people play the music for many forms 
of music at least Most other systems are not read m this way but are 
used for learning and for recordmg — m the sense of keeping a record 
A second area where written language goes beyond the spoken is in 
layout This can be in a highly structured way such as with telephone 
books many lists forms tram timetables, flow charts (see Goody 
1977 Gaur 1984 Another sort of highly structured layout is non 
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linear with maps mental maps and plans Elsewhere layout is used 
but in a less structured way as m advertisements and signs (see 
Swann 1991 Kress and Van Leeuven 1990) Layout is important m 
poetry note taking and title pages but less so in continuous prose the 
form of literacy which has been studied most In all these other forms a 
significant part of the meaning is in the layout Layout is an area 
where intertextuahty is important and where we understand the new 
m terms of what we know already Much visual layout is a borrawmg 
from what we know already and putting it together m novel ways Like 
algebra design and layout vary m whether they need words of a 
particular language with them in order to be understood Many of 
these systems are dependent on prmtmg for their exact reproduction 
just as other new ones are becoming dependent on computing and new 
technologies for their existence 

An instructive example of the role of layout is that of maps Maps 
bnng thear own set of issues with technical questions of how to 
represent contour a third dimension and issues of different projec 
ttons Different projections arc used accordmg to people s purposes 
local maps a whole country or the whole world require different 
projections and as the chaos theorists have pointed out decadmg on 
the length of the coasthne of Bntam for instance depends a great deal 
on the scale used The very special problem of representmg the almost 
spherical world on a flat piece of paper always mvolves some 
compromise so that Mercator s projection datmg from the sixteenth 
century and the most common for maps of the world solves some 
problems but cannot cope with others It is good for sea navigation 
for instance However it is inaccurate when comparing the size of 
different countnes as it makes land masses further from the equator 
laiger than those near the equator Another projection Peter s 
projection developed in the twentieth century solves some of these 
problems Quite different maps exist according to people s purposes 
whether it be travel geological exploration or espionage A practice 
account of maps as a literacy raises aU sorts of additional questions 
QueriM about the maps people themselves draw and how people use 
maps who draws the national maps and what gets included and what 
gets left off have not really been dealt with, nor has access and how 
people learn to use them Maps are a central part of literacy and there 
is a map dating back to the origin of writing on day in Mesopotamia 
but very few examples of raapis rcinam until much later Literacy 
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partly onginatcd m such design and layout, and is st U embedded in it 
and maps also exist in some form in non literate cultures today 
There is only room here to raise issues and ask preliminary 
questions Discussion of literacy and notations could be extended to 
signs in train stations and airports and there could be debate as to 
whether or not to include earmarks monastic sign systems board 
games and body pamtmg- each raismg its own set of issues and each 
adding a new form of complexity Once again in the discussion here I 
want to stop at pnnt hteracy and not enter semiotics the dream of a 
science of signs 


8 

Points in History 



Introduction 

The histoncal study of hteracy can be used in two complementari 
ways We can approach it in a broad way to understand more abou 
the ongm of reading and wnting At the same time we can use th 
history of literacy to raise questions and provide insights as to what i 
meant by literacy and about what an ecology of hteracy should b< 
like Inevitably m a short amount of space I cannot do justice to such 
vast subject and this chapter is not mtended to be an overview of th 
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whole history of literacy It is necessary to be selecUve and 1 have 
selected topics which are illuminating for the study of how literacy fits 
in with other activities m life This chapter will drop m at just a few 
points in history which seem important for an ecological understand 
ing Firstly the origin of wntmg is important in that it mvolves being 
clear about what is meant by writing discussion of the beginnings of 
writing also makes it clear how writing draws upon a range of other 
forms of symbolic representation The development of printing is 
another place to pause m that it represents an important example of 
the development of a technology within a soaal context which has 
been well documented Finally a brief overview of the development of 
a literate culture makes the point of how every aspect of hteracy has 
developed and has a history 

I have called the first part of this the archaeology of literacy and the 
second part the history of literacy History and archaeology are often 
distmguished by defining history as based on the evidence of written 
records and archaeology on other artefacts In this sense archaeology 
is pre history and as such is often dependent on less clear and more 
indirect evidence Much of the evidence for the history of writing 
comes from wntmg itself so the first writing is at a pomt between 
archaeology and history The evidence about the ongins and early 
uses of writing is certainly very sparse The evidence for the earliest 
uses of wntmg usually comes from materials which survive well such 
as stone baked clay and bone But it seems reasonable that there 
would have been earlier work which has penshed over time ^ 

The term archaeology is used here to emphasize how little is known 
about the ongms of wntmg and how indirect much of our knowledge 
IS The place to start is before the supposed origm of wntmg by 
examining the precursors of writing It will become evident how 
wntmg has its roots in other earlier activities To locate the origm of 
wntmg It is also necessary to make preliminary decisions as to what is 
meant by writing The next step is to examine the early uses of writing 


The archaeology of hteracy 


This section is dependent on existmg histones of hteracy as sources 
Many concentrate on the techmcaJ features of senpts and have dea t 
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less with the topics which arc relevant here such as who reads and 
writes and for what purposes and the relationship of literacy activities 
to the economic political rehgious and legal systems of the culture of 
which they form a part Certainly it is difficult to piece together 
emsting information into a coherent account of the development or 
diversification of functions of reading and wnting the contexts and 
social practices of literacy ^ 


What IS writing^ 

To add to the discussion of definitions ofhteracy in earlier chapters 
there are views which come from the study of the ongins of writmg To 
go back to the beginning intentional semi permanent marks have 
existed for some 30 000 years It may be hard to get a feel for how long 
2^0 this is If we assume that the first inhabitants of the Amencas 
crossed the Benng Straits ten to fifteen thousand years ago and that 
the shape of the Lakeland hills of Northwest England were formed 
only ten thousand years ago as the last ice age ended then thirty 
thousand years seems a long time Evidence exists from many parts of 
the world of marks inased on rock feces by humans from that penod 
This was also the time period by which Homo sapiens had emerged in 
Europe and the Near East with their speaalizcd toolsj clothing and 
ritual worship The explosion of visual representation at this time is in 
fact used as one marker of the quaUtatively different achievements of 
our species Many and vaned examples of cave paintings and other 
marks contmue throughout history However the emergence of what 
people regard as a true writmg system dates back less than 6 000 years 
from the present There is then in years a greater gap from the 
earliest cave paintmgs to the emergence of wntmg than from the 
emergence of wntmg up to the present 
Between cave paintmgs the earliest known symbolic representation 
and computer graphics a recent manifestation of it, he many vaneties 
of visual symbolic representation that any study of wntmg must 
situate Itself withm Activities that we may wish to call wntmg 
extend far beyond the use of an alphabetic senpt written with a pen on 
paper typing symbols onto a video display unit carvmg Mayan 
hieroglyphs onto a stone sarcophagus incising cuneiform characters 
onto a c ay tablet, and stamp ng Chinese log onto gilk febnc 
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arc all wnUng activities ITiere are many ways m wh ch etch ng a 
mythic map on hirch harh to transixi t a narrative within a tnhal 
culture IS a form of writing and as we have already seen the 
alphabetic writing system is frequently mixed with other symbols and 
forms of layout - for example in advertisements or statistical reports 
It is not clear what the boundanes are and where the metaphors begin 
To the histonan which of these activities involve literacy^ Which are 
wnting systems^ 

When discussmg the origins of wntmg the definitions historians 
offer vary mainly m how mdusive they are There is little disagree- 
ment about the phenomena associated with literate activity only 
about the range of phenomena that should be designated true 
wntmg The dilemma centres around the connections between the 
system of visual representation and spoken language which may be 
more or less tenuous for a given system As an example Gelb (1963 
p 12) suggests a broad defimtion which encompasses but does not 
restrict wntmg to systems based on linguistic forms 

Wntmg IS a system of human intercommunication by means of 
conventional visible marks 

Dinnger (1968 p 8) however offers a more restricted definition that 
emphasizes the correspondence of a wntmg system with spoken 
language 

Wntmg is the graphic counterpart of speech Each clement, symbol 
letter hieroglyph written word in the system of wntmg corresponds to 
a speafic clement sound or group of sounds such as a syllable or spoken 
word m the primary system 

The importance of the issue of whether writing should be seen as 
visible language, or whether it is more usefully characterized as a 
means of reproducing thoughts, or stormg mformation ran be seen by 
considering wntmg in relation to other forms of visual and symbolic 
representation as m the previous chapter when discussmg different 
notations 

A basic distinction is between writing and purely expressive forms of 
visual representation, such as pictures carvings and sculptures In 
contrast to these forms wntmg is seen as having a purpose of 
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communicating messages from one human being to others The marks 
of a writing system therefore are to some degree at least stylized and 
conventional so that they can be understood by several people 
Cruaally the writing system is composed of a sequence of conven 
tional marks It is distinguishable from the static representation of a 
smgle picture however where Dinnger describes writing as not the 
pure representation of the event but a narrative of the event (1968 
p 10) he seems to be focusing on a particular use of writing on one set 
of practices around writing 

A second distinction is between writing as a earner of symbolic 
meanings and other vehicles for such meanmgs These range from the 
use of objects or sets of objects to convey messages such as notched 
sticks and knotted ropes to the other extremely complex and abstract 
systems of notation mentioned m the previous chapter which have 
developed from writing mathematical and logical notation chemical 
or alchemical formulae musical notation spatial representation m 
maps and diagrams and codes of vanous kinds Although these 
systems are formally distinguishable from writing in that they have 
separate sets of symbols to commumcatc distinct kinds of information 
and relationships m practice their use and development is closely tied 
in with writing itself As several people have pomted out a major task 
for understanding writing systems is to document and integrate these 
aspects of visual representation and their significance for human 
symbolic thought 

The distmction between wntmg proper and other notational 
systems seems to centre around the type of information being 
communicated It may be possible to make the distmcbon clear by 
restricting full writing to those systems which are based on some 
correspondence with the spoken language Wntmg then becomes one 
restneted variety of notation for conveying linguistic mformation 
comparable to other notational systems Ideographic systems without 
a linguistic link are thereby relegated to a category of proto wntmg 
or forerunners of wntmg This is, m fact the solution favoured by 
Gelb and others Such a solution partly reflects a central preoccu 
pation of these authors with spoken language as a starting point for 
investigatmg wntmg If one s startmg pomt is the development and 
vanety of visual mamfestations of human symbohe thought however 
such divisions arc less pivotal Gaur (1984) has pomted this out 
challcxLgmg traditional approaches to the history of wntmg by looking 
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at wnting primarily as one means of information storage which 
facilitates human communication through space and time 


Earlier forms of symoolic representation 

The coming ofwntmg is associated with the development of towns and 
a certain level of complexity m a society Wntmg onginated m at least 
three separate cultural areas m the fertile crescent of Mesopotamia 
and Egypt in China and m pre Columbian Amenca A further 
possible source m the Harappa civilization of the Indus valley (now 
Pakistan) has uncertain ongins and is as yet undeciphered Of these 
systems only the Chinese has mamtamed an unbroken tradition to the 
present Use of the pre Columbian scripts and the Indus valley senpt 
ended with the demise of the civilizations of which they were a part 
The earhest evidence of writing occurs m Mesopotamia around 3 500 
BC with the cuneiform wntmg of the Sumerian people For the other 
Middle Eastern senpts it is not dear the extent to which the soaeties 
traded with each other and knew about the existence of wntmg even if 
they did not copy the wntmg systems The early Sumerian script was 
originally pictographic but exact details of where when and by whom 
It was invented arc unknown The Mesopotamian and Egyptian 
scripts went through a chain of transformations from pictographic 
beginnings to the development of alphabetic forms spreading through 
different cultures and languages, so that most current wntmg systems 
can be traced back to them 

Examimng different cultures today as well as the histoncal 
evidence there are several distinct types of visual representation 
which can be Imked to wntmg It is not possible to pomt to one ongm 
or one precursor of wnting Instead six dasses of visual representation 
can be identified These provide an understanding of the roots of 
wntmg and of the impetus toward developing writing systems (the 
following list is taken from Barton and Hamilton, m press) 

1 Expressive and ntuahshc markings of cave paintings and carvings 
As Gelb puts it (1963, p 27) At the basis of all writing stands the 
picture Paintmgs and etchings on rock surfaces began to appear 
dunng the Upper Paleol thic period around 32 000 y ago These 
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marbngs are found world wide They are not found just in one place 
and they do not appear to have spread out from a single ongin They 
consist mainly of representational pictures of human and amm^j 
figures and geometrical markings (combinations of lines circles dots 
etc ) It! many instances human and animal figures appear in 
conventionalized and abstract forms However these markings are 
distingmshable from writing in that there is no sequence to the 
pictures or symbols they appear to be static and self contamed 
impressions rather than being narrative m mtent 
We can only speculate about the reasons why these early markings 
were made and about their symbolic meamngs if any It is certainly 
possible that many of them were expressive and aesthetic rather than 
deliberately communicating messages or recording meamngs It is 
hard to get the evidence but it is argued, for example that some had 
ritualistic or magical significance as the markings appear m 2ireas of 
caves that must have been quite separate from livmg quarters 

2 Tallying 

It seems likely that some of the geometrical markings found in caves 
and elsewhere were tallying devices for counting and reckonmg time 
actmg as rudimentary lunar calendars Tallying devices appear 
frequently in cultures without systematic writing systems The 
development of tallying systems for reckonmg time and objects seems 
to have preceded other aspects of wntmg by thousands of years In 
fact, this tallying may have been a major impetus toward developing 
more complex systems of symbolic notation, both mathematical and 
linguistic There was an mtertwming of literacy and numeracy from 
the beginning 

3 Property markings and totems 

Markmgs which are symbolic of ownership or personal identity arc 
extremely common in both oral and literate societies Such markmgs 
range from branding of hvestock, craftsmen s hallmarks tattoos and 
totems mdicatmg community or kinship identity to the symbols of 
heraldry seals, badges and flags There are many historical examples 
mcludmg Scandmavian runes which were used to identify personal 
weapons and Egyptian ceramic craftsmen s marks As Gaur pomts 
out 
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Property marks are in many ways already a utilitanan form of writing - 
they can act as signatures establishing authonty mdicatmg owner 
ship They are closely connected with elements congenial to the 
development of systematic wntmg a growmg awareness of the 
importance of personal property a realization that m a differentiated 
society property can bestow status a desire to protect and/or exchange 
such property and the realization that property must be administrat 
ively identifiable (1984 p 23) 


4 Tokens 

There have been all sorts of tokens for record keeping and exchange 
They were used to unambiguously identify and reckon commodities m 
a commercial context Recent investigations have suggested that the 
original Sumenan cuneiform wntmg system developed directly from 
the use of such tokens some of which were in use as early as 10 000 
years ago (Schmandt Besseret 1992) The connection of these with 
rudimentary tallying devices and also with the wider class of property 
marks is obvious 

5 Mnemonic devices 

The use of visual memory aids has been widespread in past and 
contemporary societies and likewise occurs in both oral and literate 
soaeties A variety of devices have been used and they are often 
extremely complex ranging from the use of notched sticks for 
calendars and reckonmg to the wampum beaded belts of the North 
American Iroquois They have had diverse functions mcludmg 
narrating stones and carrying messages These devices continue m 
literate societies (eg the Catholic rosary) and they illustrate a 
widespread function of symbolic representation as an amplification of 
human memory 

6 Narrative farms 

There have been many pictographic or purely ideographic narrative 
fonns which consist of sequences of pictures which may be more or less 
stylized and systematized and have the clear intent of commumcatmg 
a message Examples can be found in Inmt/Alaskan peoples North 
American Indians and Australian abongmal chunngas which are 
narratives of a mystic dream time expressed via abstract symbols on 
wooden tabets As the pictographic signs become more and more 
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abstract and systematic the structure verges towards a system like 
Chinese writing and can provide a bndge between these early forms 
and actual writing systems 

The above list demonstrates that early societies had a wide variety of 
uses for the systems of representation which were around before 
writing even cave paintings and early pictographs included abstract 
and conventionahzed characters which it has been suggested were 
used for ritual purposes and record keeping token and calendncal 
systems are also in evidence The mythic maps of the Ojibway 
Indians and the chunngas of Austrahan abongmals are examples of 
spatial and narrative representations that can be extended in complex 
ways (see Goody 1981) 


Early uses of writing 

It is worth lookmg in turn at each of the sources of wntmg to see what 
role the written word had m these different soaeties what uses there 
were for literacy In zincient Mesopoteixma the original impetus for 
developing writing appears to have been trade and commerce and the 
earhest users were merchants and accountants By 2 300 BC there is 
evidence of letters records lexical hsts, literary texts legal documents 
such as records of land sales general administrative records - a very 
wide range of uses (see Trolle Larsen 1989 pp 138-9 Postgate 1984 
p 8) In Egypt the considerations were also economic but m addition 
they involved the development of a calendar for predicting the floods 
of the Nile and the writing was done by priests and administrators 
Even them there were scribes people who wrote for others ® In these 
societies it seems that writing had a function primarily in the economic 
sphere but also m other areas 

In China the first written documents that we know of include 
examples of divinatory uses and administrative uses The Chinese 
developed extensive historical and literary records maps and astro- 
nomy early on but the development of wntmg does not seem to have 
been primanly due to commercial needs as in the ferule crescent In 
the Indus valley the surviving (but largely undeciphered) records 
seem to be of seals or tokens indicating commercial and administrat 
ive uses In atcr Indian avilizaUons wntuig was first used Ibr 
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commea-ce and administrative purposes and gradually established 
Itself as a earner of rehgious tradition after initial resistance Histoncal 
records were not highly developed In pre Columbian America the 
commercial and admmistrative uses of writing appear to have been 
less important than the religious and divinatory uses involving the 
development of a calendar and astronomical science However 
religious uses overlapped with administrative ones and it is not really 
possible to separate them (see Hammond 1986 p 106) 

Looking at each of these societies in turn the picture suggests that 
we can identify a pattern of development in any given soaety - as for 
example Baines has done for Egypt - but that there is no single or 
necessary order that applies to ail societies There is not one key 
original use with all others developing out from this What is 
important is that what was going on in these societies at this point in 
history gave the possibihty of literacy Literacy arose with the coming 
of urbamzation and more complex forms of social organization 
With such little evidence remammg from the penod of the first 
writing we know very little about who wrote who read and levels of 
literacy at the beginmng Nevertheless since senbes existed firom early 
on there were obviously particular social roles assoaated with 
hteracy there were formalized ways of teaching and institutions such 
as libraries in existence There are also examples of early bilingual 
literacy with translations of texts etched into stone 

In conclusion the evidence suggests that writing has been used in 
early societies and avihzaUons for many of the broad functions that we 
can identify today although in detail and complexity there are s till 
huge variations From the beginning many materials and techniques 
were utilized as they were available, seemingly ephemeral uses of 
hteracy such as graffiti were present firom early on It should also be 
clear from this section that there was a great deal of continuity in 
terms of form and uses from other forms of visual representation to 
actual writing 


Literacy and historical change 

There is a whole cluster of ideas which hang together and which 
provide an alternative to the ecological view of hteracy which I am 
dcscnbmg This alternative has been termed an antononioiu view of 
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literacy by Brian Street (1984) and was referred to n chapter 2 it s 
the idea that literacy can be described autonomously separate from 
any context that there is a psychological variable called literacy which 
can be measured and which remains the same in different social 
contexts and at different historical times The autonomous view has 
been broadened out to suggest that there is a great divide between 
hterate and non literate both at the individual level and at the 
cultural level and that there are cognitive consequences aagnnatefl 
with literacy itself In terms of historical development it is assumed 
that contemporary Western alphabetic literacy with its roots m Greek 
civdization is supenor to other forms and it has evolved naturally to 
this superior position 

These ideas have been subject to widespread criticism and it is 
tempting just to refer readers to other works and to ignore the 
autonomous view of literacy However this view of literacy is s till 
being supported and more importantly it is a common strand 
underlying pubhc debate about hto'acy and popular images of reading 
and wntmg This is evident m some of the press quotes about literacy 
earher These are alternative models of what literacy is and there is a 
struggle as to which models are to have precedence these are 
competing ideologies of literacy struggling with each other for 
dominance In this section I want to concentrate on the autonomous 
view examining its intellectual ongins m discussions of early Greek 
hteracy and its view of histoncal development 

We have to deal with the significance of Greek literacy because it 
has been an important source of views on literacy sometimes 
clarifying and sometimes clouding our vision An influential paper on 
this which can act as a landmark is one by Jack Goody and Ian Watt 
first published in 1963 and republished m several places since then 
(sec also Havelock 1963) They discuss the idea of a great divide 
between oral and hterate, both socially m terms of cultures and 
psychologically m terms of how people think An important aspect of 
the great divide proposal is the notion that modem hterate societies 
are fundamentally different m many aspects of social organization 
from earlier simpler soaeties and that these differences are ultimately 
attnbutable to hteracy Aspects of modem societies that are said to 
hinge upon the existence of literacy include the development of 
democracy certam forms of pohtical organization and the possibihty 
for technological advance 
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All these proposals are dentir cd in Greek society from the sixth 
century sc onwards the foundation stone upon which Western 
Civilization has apparently been built To summanze their argument 
Goody and Watt see the Greek example as crucial arguing that the 
rise of Greek civilization was the prime histoncal example of the 
transition to a really hterate society offering not only the first instance 
of this change but also the essential one for any attempt to isolate the 
cultural consequences of what they refer to as alphabetic literacy 
Although accepting that any claims are extremely tentative because of 
lack of evidence they do suggest a causal Imk between the 
development of alphabetic literacy and cultural developments m 
Greece at that time This is the idea which has been taken up by others 
and which underhes much discussion on the effects or consequences of 
hteracy It is therefore important to stress that Goody later accepted 
that two of the phenomena he was juxtaposing did not m fact have 
their roots m Greek culture the Greeks did not invent the alphabet - 
It was m existence a thousand years before - and they did not invent 
the new forms of logic which are seen as the key to Western thought - 
some of the forms of proof and argument attnbuted to the Greeks 
existed far earlier m Babylon (Goody 1983) 

A particularly bizarre aspect of the Greek argument to me at least 
IS the notion that the alphabet itself rather than wnting or even the 
development of prmtmg is directly responsible for certain aspects of 
abstract thought This position is m Goody and Watt s argument and 
is attributable to the work of Enc Havelock * It is also to be found in 
the work of Marshal McLuhan ^ To some extent the claim rests on the 
alphabet bemg constructed on more abstract units than other wntmg 
systems However as shown earlier this is an oversimplification In 
addition if abstractness were the most significant criterion then we 
would look to Korean with its wntmg system based on distinctive 
features rather than to the alphabet Beyond claims in Havelock s 
work, It IS difficult to find any more direct histoncal evidence that the 
alphabet rather than wntmg itself is crucial As pomted out earlier 
differences between wntmg systems are not as clear cut as they might 
at first appear, and they need to be discussed in the context of specific 
languages 
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Wnting as evolution 

A common view of the historical development of writing places it 
within an evolutionary framework of development, from pictographs 
through logographs to syllabic systems and on to the alphabet - that 
IS as a development towards our own writing system Evolution is a 
metaphor a way of conceptualizmg a phenomenon I see the term 
evolution as being embedded m a whole metaphoncal system, as m 
chapter 2 Like any metaphorical system use of the term will play up 
certam aspects of the phenomenon it is describing while at the same 
umc playing down other aspects When applied to the history of 
wntmg I bcheve it hides more than it reveals It is not a particularly 
good metaphor for understanding the historical development of 
wntmg and probably not for other human symbol systems mcludmg 
spoken language I will point out some problems with the standard 
histones of writing when expressed in an evolutionary framework I 
will mention several problems in particular those associated with 
views on the supenonty of the alphabet I want to argue that m an 
evolutionary framework important aspects of literacy get left out 
There are three issues it feeds a misunderstanding of the relation of 
languages and wnting systems it is difficult to compare wntmg 
systems and it makes it hard to identify mechamsras of language 
change 

Evolution is one way of talking about change In our soaety today it 
IS an easy metaphor the default metaphor one which fits in with other 
soaal concepts and which can be used across different domains 
without question Implicitly it bnngs with it a whole system of behefs 
Evolution IS an everyday word and it can be used m a casual sense for 
example, in a book on fashion I came across called The evolutum of hats, 
or when someone desenbes the evolution of their ideas In such 
examples one might replace the term evolution with the words 
development or change However use of the term imphes 
somethmg more than development or change It implies a certain sort 
of change it bnngs along a whole set of notions that change is 
unidirectional natural and inevitable Passive and impersonal adapta 
tion is implied and it also cames with it notions of improvement 
supenonty and progress 

The roots of the current everyday concept he m Darwmian 
b ological evolution of the mnetcenth century However there s ittle 
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consensus today especially when the tcmi is applied to cultural 
phenomena Graham Richards in a thorough review of contemporary 
theories of soaal evolution (1987 pp 206-34) identifies and descnbes 
nine clearly discernible positions These positions take opposmg views 
on the most basic questions of the relation of the biological and the 
cultural It IS another area where the links between the psychological 
and the sociological are not clear and cruaally this is an argument 
where current social values strongly affect people s positions (as 
Bowler 1986 Lewin 1984 and others point out) All this makes it very 
difficult to pm down what is meant precisely by evolution when it is 
apphed to the development of wnting Nevertheless as we will see m 
the examples below evolutionary thinking generally has the biological 
ficamework underlying it ® 


Evolution towards the alphabet^ 

Built into this description is the idea of the alphabet as evolutionardy 
superior This is then linked to notions of progress and the idea of 
some natural evolution towards the best system to the extent that the 
history of wnting has been the history of the alphabet (sec Harris 
1986 p 37) The roots of this idea are found in the work of Gelb 
(1963) and Dinnger (1968) the two most widely quoted documenters 
of the wnting systems of the world mentioned earlier Gelb s book 
begins with a family tree which has our own English alphabet nght in 
the middle at the bottom as if all changes were an inexorable 
development towards this point Dinnger proclaims that alphabetic 
writing IS now universally employed by avilized peoples (1968 p 13) 
and he turns up the most extraordinary explanations as to why users of 
what he regards as lesser wnting systems have failed to adopt our 
alphabet (p 127) ^ These views on the alphabet seem to have 
onginated as part of a post second world war ethnocentrismj such that 
m 1958 Berry was able to claim that it is generally accepted on all 
grounds an alphabetic system is best (p 753) A more recent 
popularization of the technologizing of the word (Ong 1982) is cast in 
this same evolutionary framework 

What gets de emphasized in the evolutionary account is the fact 
that the two pnnciples upon which wntmg systems can be based are to 
be found to exist in all types of wntmg system as explained m the 
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previous chapter These two pnnaples reflect the commonly stated 
fact that language can be analysed on two levels it can be analysed in 
terms of sounds or it can be analysed in terms of meanings Either of 
these principles can be used to express language in a written form 
Logographic systems rely primarily upon meanmg while syllabic and 
alphabetic systems rely on sound In practice all writing systems 
use of both principles and the earliest writing systems contain 
instances of both principles 

A whole cluster of ideas surround the concept of evolution At the 
heart of it is some notion of a natural linear progression toward the 
best However deielopment is not natural rather it involves 
individuals m social settings making decisions Development is not 
linear it involves httle understood mechanisms of contact As we 
have seen already there is not one best system different writing 
systems suit different languages and there are broad and conflicting 
demands on writing systems 


Contact and change 

There are different ways for a soaety to get a writing system Literate 
individual people or organisations from outside the language and 
culture may design a writing system Alternatively, insiders with the 
idea of writing may work out their own writing system There have 
been examples throughout history of mdigenous peoples mventmig 
writing systems after exposure to merely the idea of writing, often they 
invent syllable based systems There are well known cases m West 
Africa and m North America ® These different paths have not been 
explored m detail but what needs emphasizing here is that the most 
common way for languages to get a wntmg system is through people 
havmg contact with another language which already has a wntmg 
system The writing system is borrowed and adapted to new 
circumstances It is by means of this process of adapting to the 
demands of a new language that most of the significant developments 
m wntmg systems have taken place Each development is small but 
significant and is explicable in terms of the context m which it occurs 
(see Goody 1981 for examples) This applies throughout the spread of 
wntmg systems and it helps us, for instance to danfy the 
devdopmeut of the alphabet. It is not necessary to stare wide eyed at 
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this invention as f some ind vidual genius sat down with a cnsp piece 
of blank paper and at a stroke made a great leap for humankind The 
alphabet was developed gradually and awkwardly as wnting systems 
were adapted to suit different languages In fact it probably does not 
make sense to try to pinpomt the actual emergence of a distinct 
alphabet ® 

The idea of contact and change is more accepted m discussions of 
spoken language Spoken languages change in vanous ways and for 
various reasons One of the most important influences on language 
change is contact between languages It is not clearly understood 
when spoken languages change as a result of contact and when they do 
not Nevertheless contact is important This is also true of written 
language The spreading branches of an evolutionary tree do not 
capture this form of change and a different way of visuali7ing it is 
needed 

Contact has been identified as an important source of change in the 
history of languages Contact is also important in all cultural change 
Change is not purely linear I wish to digress shghtly here to give an 
example of the histoncal development of ideas where there has not 
been hnear change The example is of the influence of the Indian 
hnguist Pamni on Western linguistics The great spread of alphabets 
in the nineteenth century was assisted by the mvention and 
widespread use of the International Phonetic Alphabet Crucial to this 
was the notion of the phoneme developed by Henry Sweet However 
the basic ideas he worked from were known by the Indian linguist 
Pamni around 400 bc These ideas were unknown m the West until the 
work of Panmi and other Indian linguists was noticed in the West in 
the seventeenth century Europeans in the seventeenth century were 
drawmg upon another tradition older than the Greeks This example 
illustrates how any historical development contains possibilities which 
are not taken up at the tune This also applies more generally to the 
development of literacy and its associated technologies 

Different ways of talking about change are needed Change is 
embedded m a social context and involves active human deasion 
making Some socio historical account is needed where writing is 
embedded m its cultural context The account is more complex and 
ndber but the development if wnting is no simple matter We need a 
fuller account of change if we arc to address questions such as how 
wnting systems spread to different soc ebes or describe the role of 
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literacy in language change or understand contact as a mechanism 
of change An ecological notion of change showing the importance of 
context IS needed rather than an evolutionary one change as 
development not as evolution 


A social history of literacy 

The development of printing 

The uses of reading and writing have varied considerably from society 
to society and m different historical periods to some extent this has 
depended on the matenals available for wntmg and the methods of 
manufacture and dissemination The manufacture of paper the 
development of printing and of the electronic media are some of the 
most visible technological milestones in the spread of hteracy Here I 
will concentrate on the technology of printing it is a powerful example 
of the restructuring of literate activity through technical mvention 
incorporated mto the soaal orgamzation and production of know 
ledge ** 

Prmtmg goes back thousands of years In one sense the existence of 
prmting predates wntmg in that the use of seals as stamps goes back 
seven thousand years As an example of pnntmg tcchmques of 
stamping can be traced back to the ancient use of individual stamping 
seals through to block printing which was in use m China by 600 ad 
and on to the movable type printing which was vndespread in China 
by 980 AD Movable type pnntmg was developed in Europe m the mid 
fifteenth century, giving the possibility of mass copymg of texts Pnor 
to the coming of prmting there was a scnbal culture where books were 
copied by hand 

In Europe pnntmg was accompanied the explosion of knowledge 
which occurred durmg the Renaissance Many hypotheses have been 
put forward about the impact of printing and the vndc dissemination 
of texts which it permitted Eiscnstein integrates a great deal of 
scholarly matenal to suggest that printing had complex and contra 
dictory effects m terms of productive knowledge and the secularization 
of thought She also suggests that many of the effects claimed for 
hteracy discussed earlier may be due to pnntmg and the wider 
orculatioD and preservation of texts that mass copying made possib e 
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Printing gave rise to a d stinct literate culture and the earlier scnbal 
culture had many of the same limitations often attnbuted to oral 
culture individual copyists produced texts with idiosyncratic formats 
conventions and mistakes whereas pnntmg allowed a large number of 
identical texts The existence of a few copies of a given manuscnpt 
made for restricted pubhaty and high incidence of loss or destruction 
of a text Scnbal culture was also highly selective since it could not 
sustain advances m knowledge on many fronts at once 

Prin tin g supported two opposmg tendencies at the same tune - 
cultural diffusioin and standardization In terms of cultural diffusion 
the availabihty of multiple copies of a text allowed many people to 
read the same text at any one time It also made it possible for one 
person to read and compare many different texts thus encouragmg the 
cross fertilization of new ideas This diffusion could be of new 
knowledge or entail the reinforang of old The wide circulation of new 
knowledge contnbuted to the breaking down of old religious traditions 
and authorities but it could also have some opposite effects not only 
were secular and enlightened writings arculated widely but 
alongside them were medieval rehgious occult and mystical wntmgs 
which remforced past traditions In itself printing may not be 
selective in the kind of ideas it exposes readers to but more important 
are the social uses it is put to and the soaal restrictions it is subjected 
to such as the laws and censorship mentioned earher 

In another sense however printing may be highly selective and 
contribute to the channelhng of certain messages and the emphasizing 
of particular stereotypes Eisenstem describes how it can be used to 
amphfy and remforce existing ideas by constant repetition These 
amplified messages are channelled by fixed hnguistic frontiers so that 
different stereotypes develop in different vernacular hteratures though 
other frontiers such as religious ones cut across them The reverse 
side of this amplification is of course the effective suppression of other 
ideas and messages by neglect or deliberate putting aside when things 
fail to reach pnnt or go out of pnnt Such dimmation is all the more 
effective because of the weight of truth and authority accorded the 
printed word 

The process of standardization has perhaps been the most widely 
recognized effect of printing the elimination of scnbal errors and 
idiosyncrasi^ the fixing of linguistic maps and conventions and the 
mass reproduction of texts that are particularly difficult to copy 
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accurately by hand such as pictures maps and diagrams Maps had 
been around since the beginning of wnting but they were boosted by 
printing and probably came to serve very different purposes with a 
newfound accuracy dependent on this technology It should be 
stressed that printing does not just give us narrative texts it gives us 
repeatable layout and form items such as maps of the mmd and of the 
known universe were an important early product of pnnting In a 
different area of standardization pnntmg aided the establishment and 
spread ofstandard languages- as Illich for example demonstrates for 
Spain (1981) 

Eisenstein emphasizes the powerful role that early pnnt shops 
played m the systematization of literate knowledge They were 
laboratories of erudition m their own right compiling and producing 
reference manuals and guides and indexes devising notation systems 
arra ngin g contents running heads and footnotes and so vastly 
changing the shape of what was a book and the practices associated 
with It It is important to remember that each of these parts of the 
book developed and has its own social history And new sorts of books 
such as chap books (cheap popular volumes) came into existence 

The coming of print m Europe at this point m history then, appears 
to have played a very dynamic role m the way people think about and 
read texts a role that is not simply the efifcct of mass circulation of new 
ideas but more complex and contradictory than this Prin ting 
certainly fostered a systematic approach to learmng by means of the 
opportunities it presented for someone to scrutinize a variety of ideas 
side by side and to compare historically different versions of the same 
text for inconsistencies and developments and also through the efforts 
of pnnters themselves in classifying and cross referenang existmg 
texts As a result of the increased preservation and accumulation of 
texts and 6xed records Eiscnstcm. suggests that the pursuit of truth 
itself took a new direction it became the discovery of new knowledge 
rather than the constant effort to recover and preserve traditional 
knowledge, it gave rise to the idea of the steady advance of knowledge 
with fixed records to mark its stages of development 

The development of a literate culture 

The development of a literate culture has many aspects starting before 
the commg of pnntmg and contmuing to the present A first po nt to 
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be made when examiiung history concerns the levels of 1 tcracy m a 
society Historians are constantly surpnsed by their discovenes of the 
large amount of reading done by ordinary people both men and 
women and by the role of books in their lives For example in a 
fascinating book about daily life in a small sixteenth century Italian 
town, Ginzburg comments m passing It s astomshmg that so much 
readmg went on in this small town m the hills Books were a part 
of daily hfe for these people (1982 p 31) More than half the people 
there borrowed books from each other there was a network of 
readers in contact with each other There was a wide range of books 
Around half of them were religious half were not 

Other histonans make similar points Examimng an earlier period 
the eighth and nmth centunes McKittenck comments on the number 
of ordinary people who were hterate m France and Germany and sees 
evidence of a hterate society then He notes that its use was not just for 
religious expression but for the conduct of daily business and 
entertainment and that it continues a considerable way down the 
social scale (1989 p 270} Michael Clanchy studying the shift 
towards reliance on wntten records m the development of a literate 
culture m twelfth and thirteenth century England also points to 
widespread literacy (1993) The ups and downs of levels ofliteracy m 
history have also been noted m India and Ghma (Glough 1968) 
Another historian, m documenting the rise of compulsory schools m 
Britain also demonstrates how widespread literacy was m earlier 
penods back to Anglo-Saxon times (Kelly 1970) He points to the 
amount of education available m the Middle Ages with a range of 
schools and other mstitutions providing htcracy mstruction He 
documents the number of foreign languages available in classes along 
with navigation mathematics and astronomy This would be in 
addition to the informal teachmg and learnmg which took place 
Using the evidence of whether or not people signed the mamage 
register Vincent daims (1989 p 52-4) that two centuries on m 
England in the 1750s more than half the population were literate that 
the figure had passed 60 per cent before the introduction of 
compulsory schoohng and 90 per cent by 1870 the year of the first 
Education Act mtroducing compulsory schooling We should be 
careful of using signatures as measures of htcracy because it is this 
measure which also allows Vincent to state that by 1914 illiteracy m 
England had vanished and that the country could be treated as 
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homogenous in terms of literacy a claim which needs closer 
cxammation Being able to sign one s name is only one definition of 
literacy Additionally a general problem of applying dates to the 
measures is that the person signing at age twenty may be alive sixty 
years later and in this time their literacy might have stayed the same 
or It might have changed 

Before the cormng of compulsory schoohng there was still a great 
deal of literacy teaching There were parents, grand parents and 
siblings all mvolvcd in the activity of teaching with teachmg aids for 
parents in existence There were Sunday schools and day schools with 
teachers from the local community unquahfied and unsupervised it is 
estimated that m 1831, three quarters of all children m England 
attended Sunday schools Additionally there were Dame schools run by 
individual women m their own homes In terms of methods of 
teachmg Vincent writes the most striking characteristic of the 
procedures adopted to teach children their letters up to the imposition 
of umversal and compulsory education was their sheer variety (1989 
P 67) 

Much of the basis of contemporary literacy is in compulsory 
schooling Schoolmg took over the teaching of readmg and wnting m 
the nineteenth century and it is only recently that families are 
claiming some of it back Compulsory schoolmg in Britam dates fixtm 
the laws passed in the 1870s although it took a further forty years to 
consohdate The first laws gave the right to all children who wanted it 
to have free schooling but the formation of School Boards in an area 
was not compulsory They came into existence gradually and 
umversal secondary schoohng came much later Pnmary schoolmg 
had as one of its clear and explicit aims that of teaching children 
readmg and wntmg In fact in education, once children have been 
taught to read and write the purposes of education are often undear 
and disputed Compulsory schoolmg created the possibility that 
everyone could be literate although the idea of this was not accepted 
as a right until well into the twentieth century 

It IS important to remember that every aspect of literacy practices 
has its roots in history and has social implications concerned with 
relationships of power The institutions of literacy have gradually 
developed, such as the hbrary bookshop prmthouse and photocopy 
shop, as well as government printing houses official forms along with 
the postal ce and other means of communication The legal 
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framework of literacy mentioned under restnctions such as copynght 
and royalties all has a history which can be traced Literacy roles 
such as that of author secretary and copytypist, all have a social 
history some dating from the begmnmgs of writing and others 
developmg more recently Most importantly formalized teaching 
schools and an educational system have all developed along with 
methods of teachmg and ways of training teachers Many of the 
developments have been documented mcludmg a history of libraries 
the development of the teaching of reading and even a history of the 
pencil and of ink 

It IS also true that every form of writing and every sort of text 
developed and has a soaal history Specific forms of writing speafic 
hteracies such as expository text were developed over time Charles 
Bazerman has traced the history of the research article as a genre, for 
example and others have examined the development of scientific 
writing more generally For each text of chapter 4 — the advertising 
copy the offiaal notice the small ad - wc can ask questions about its 
historical development particularly interesting is the offiaal notice of 
mcrease m fees for taxis with its roots m legal literacy and which now 
can be seen as restrictive m its use of language from the past Books for 
speafic purposes have gradually been created such as for children 
learmng to read textbooks for studying particular subjects instruction 
books grammars dictionaries catalogues and timetables It is not just 
books which have developed but other literacy texts such as tickets 
bills paper money, travellers cheques and so on 

Everything has such a long period of development often spanmng 
the whole time period that wntmg has been in existence as has 
already been noted for maps The development of signatures a speaal 
form of wntmg with unique properties is another good example 
individuals wntten signatures appeared m the sixteenth century even 
though seals with much the same function went back seven thousand 
years Conversely the idea of everyone having a signature or even a 
surname is much more recent and anses from offiaal demands on 
individual lives 

Practices around texts also develop and change Sacred religious 
books have been around for over a thousand years, but the practices 
around them have changed with the centuries there are diiferent ways 
of taking from the text at different periods Lookmg at the ptast from 
the present, the social position of a text may change and we need to 
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examin-e its social position at the tunc of wnting At a certain point in 
history if the pansh register is used in collection of taxes for example 
It has a fairly central role and would be more important than today It 
would be a mistake to project contemporary values on to history 
Finally to make the link with the present every person has an 
individual history Everyone has a literacy history an individual 
continuous strand from their first exposure to literacy as an infant 
no-ht up through schooling and their adult life Children today are 
often m contact with people who have memones going back up to 
seventy years if these grandparents remember parental anecdotes 
stones can go back a hundred years Schools libraries and other 
institutions in Bntain are often a hundred years old with a shape and 
layout reflectmg Victorian values both in the very real physical sense 
and in the practices they support Cultural images of identity and 
purpose can be imbued with two hundred or two thousand years of 
history AH of these are ways in which the past structures the present 
and influences contemporary literacy 
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Introduction 

In a literate culture the preparations for literacy begin at birth, 
hteracy is embedded in the oral language and the social interaction of 
the child s surroundings In this chapter and the following one I 
explore the origins of literacy in children s development keepmg to the 
pre school years Once again the route to understanding the soaal 
basis of hteracy has to take several detours The chapter begins by 
looking at different types of learning especially those which emphasize 
the role of the environment then it briefly covers the early 
development of spoken language which acts as a root for hteracy 
development, m the next chapter we then come on to written 
language exploring reading to children and examining the reading 
and writing which children arc exposed to in the childhood home 
Immediately it is necessary to address the question I raised before 
as to what culture we are referring to I pointed to the problems m 
talking of our culture’ and in concentrating exclusively on Western 
Tnainstream culture Child language acquisition is a good pie of a 
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field of research where the majority of studies have been of children 
Towing up in the dominant culture of white middle class Enghsh 
speaking families m Britain and North America and where general 
jzations of how children learn have been taken from this mainstream 
culture One important aspect of this culture for the discussion here is 
the obvious one that it is highly literate Work in child language 
development starts from this culture it then moves out to other 
Western literate cultures to non Western literate cultures and 
cultures where literacy is not central part of everyday activities As will 
become obvious the few studies of other cultures both within Western 
countries such as the United States and beyond such as work on 
Kaluli and Samoan paint a very different picture and challenge 
commonly held beliefs about literacy and child language acquisition 


Approaches to leartung 


What follows in this section is not a complete theory of learning but 
some parts which arc important for a social view of the development of 
literacy and which are often not covered when learning is discussed 
These ideas form the basis of ecological learnmg The approach I 
desenbe here grows out of current work in child language acquisition 
and particularly work influenced by the ideas of the Russian 
psychologist Lev Vygotsky mentioned already who wrote in the 
1920s and 1930s His work is difflcult to read as the two available 
books m English arc collections of his papers along with notes made 
by students and others after his death at the age of 37 He was also 
writing m a different era and the reader has to sort out the gems from 
the ideas which may seem outdated and wror^ now (such as his views 
on semantics) Nevertheless, the reason many people find it worth the 
effort of explormg these difficult texts is for the brilliant insigh ts into 
how to hnk society and the individual as I have noted already m 
many frameworks these are two incompatible organizing ideas * 

The first point to get across is the complexity of learnmg Some 
people mterested m child development talk of a language acquisition 
device something internal which is an innate part of our human 
la n guage learning apparatus This is to be too simplistic f it becomes 
the dominant metaphor and is taken as being the one means of 
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learning a language Within a constructivist framework, measuring 
out the percentage contnbution of innatencss is not really a very 
sensible question Internal factors and external factors are too 
intertwined they are not mixed in some simple way which allows one 
to identify constituents - in fact the constituents do not exist as 
entities which can be isolated and compared qualitatively ® 

It may seem obvious to state that there are several ways of leamii^ 
some more complex than others but this has not always been 
accepted and the search for one single way of learning has been an 
extensive one There are also many things which need to be learned in 
order to master something hke literacy and this is likely to mvolve 
several different forms of learning At one extreme simple condition 
mg exists and probably has a part to play m literacy learning 
Activities hke literacy also make use of more complex ways of learning 
These activities are part of the acquisition of what have been called 
higher psychological processes It is these complex ways of learning 
which we need to explore A useful passage identifymg four types of 
learmng involved m soaalization is the following 

Socialization is the means by which culture is transmitted The 
agents of socialization arc primarily parents teacher peer group and 
the media There are four processes by which socialization occurs First 
skills habits and some types of behaviour are learned as a consequence 
of reward and pumshment Second parents and others provide models 
for roles and behaviour which children imitate Third the child 
identifies with one or both parents a process which is more powerful 
than mutation through which the child mcorporates and internalizes 
the roles and values of the parent or other significant adult Fourth 
there is the part played by the growing individuals themselves They 
actively seek to structure the world to make sense and order of the 
environment The categories available to the child for sorting out the 
environment play an important part m this process (Weinrcich quoted 
in Henriques ct al 1984 p 19 ) 

In this quote note the complexity of this one thing we call learmng In 
the different forms of learning there are varying contributions of 
mdividual and social aspects Getting away from learmng as an 
mdividual pursmt is essential Learmng does not consist of just an 
individual but it mcludes the situation the actav’ty and thi' 
participants m it Also I is not a passive activity as , 
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simple views of the reading process imply rather it is an active one (as 
the word activity itself suggests*) The child learns by being involved 
in an activity by being part of the interaction Learning does not just 
take place m situations officially designated for learning such as the 
classroom but it is a component of all activities Nevertheless there 
are some situations particularly conducive to learning and which are 
common in children s experience Leammg takes place in situations 
which for the child are often repeated there are many common 
activities which consist of regular repeated routines The situation 
supports the learning This is where an analysis of events becomes 
important one type of such regular event being the hteraey event 

We now turn to the partiapants There are common power relations 
in much learmng In Western mainstream culture it is common for 
young children to be with one adult although, obviously several 
people can take part in an activity and older children can have 
significant roles Adults are knowledgeable they know the culture and 
initiate the child into it One way of lookmg at this is through the 
notion of scaffolding where the adult supports the child s activities 
and provides a fi-amework within which the child acts This is a 
support which is gradually withdrawn as the child develops We can 
see what this means in routine activities such as changing and bathing 
and it can be applied to the learmng of language and htcracy 

Learning always has a context Human activity is dependent on 
context Scaflfolding is provided by the situation and a crucial part of 
this IS the support of the adult We have mentors for new activities 
knowledgable people who guide us The adult is part of the learmng 
situation and is the supportive other m an activity which takes two 
people Parents teachers and mastercraftsmen all act as supportive 
others in interactive learnmg situations We could not imagine these 
forms of leammg taking place without someone else being there The 
idea of support is important although m fact the idea of scaffolding is 
probably too fixed and mechanical a metaphor to capture the 
mteractive nature of human leammg and it has been criticized by 
several people for this notions such as apprenticeship in learmng may 
be more useful ^ 

The other crucial partiapant is of course the child In the adult- 
child relationship at birth the adult completely looks after and 
controls the child (ignoring for the moment all the other mfluences on 
the child At the begmnmg the adult creates the structure of the 
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ntcractiDn he or she mcd atca the child s expcnence Gradually the 
child takes over more and more and the adult rehnquishes control 
The scaffoldmg is removed Later the child does more and comes to 
control its own learning The child becomes adult This approach also 
assumes that the child as a person is active and is an active hypothesis 
maker People think and plan Much human behaviour is self 
regulated and is based on people s own thoughts awareness plans 

Related to this each child in each generation recreates the world 
reinvents it to echo agam Lock s phrase about the guided 
remventiou of language Each generation s construction of the 
world IS a new synthesis Cultural history and individual development 
meet m the interaction of adult and child The adult represents 
history The current generation of five year olds, for example is 
incorporating computers into a world of technology and commum 
cations media To a child the computer is a fact of hfe not necessarily 
more or less exciting than a sewing machine or a bicycle It is 
important to emphasize here that computers are incorporated mto a 
child s world as they are encountered They arc not added on to the 
end as they might be for an adult The child is not repeating or 
recapitulatmg the adult s world but creating a world anew It may be 
a nice vision to thmk of the child as recapitulating history but if one 
looks closely at the details of child development this does not make 
any sense Any ordenng or stages a child may pursue do not repeat 
historical development 

Gradually there is less mediation by adults and the child becomes 
more autonomous by internalizing the structures of social interaction 
Internalization is a way of learning a mechanism of acquisition In 
Vygotsky s terms there are basic psydiological processes and there 
are complex (or higher) ones Complex social processes are first 
experienced by the child as social activities for example between the 
child and its care^vers They are then internalized inside the child s 
imnd as psychological processes The child or adult (any person 
learning) gradually builds upon existing knowledge and abihties 
which become transformed by the new learmng The roots of 
reasoning identity and awareness lie m early soaal interaction The 
inner dialogue of reasomng is a reflection of the outer communicative 
mteraction The relation of the inner and the outer world is not solved 
by talkmg of mtemalization but the term does provide a dear way of 
ching it for it provides a metaphor for the relation of the two 
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There are still problems of what is internalized and what is not and 
the relative contributions of internal structures and processes but 
there are the beginnings of a way of uniting them 

Another useful concept which comes from Vygotsky is the zone of 
proximal development or zoped as it is referred to A common way 
of learning is that children learn things which are just beyond their 
abilities The zone of proximal development then is the gap between 
what a child can do unaided and abihties exhibited when supported by 
soaal scaffolding When supported children can do much more 
Socially supported activiues are learned when they become internal 
ized What is important for teaching is the thing which can next be 
learned In principle this provides an explanation of learning Actually 
identifying these zopeds is the puzzle for the researcher and for the 
teacher 

If we put together these various parts the participants the 
situation the activity and a mechanism we have the requirements for 
lear nin g This is a very powerful view of what is going on m situations 
of the transmission of culture from the earliest mteracbons of i nfan t 
and care giver onwards 


Learning to speak 


To repeat the beginning of this chapter the roots of leammg to read 
and write are m learning to speak, and more generally in children s 
early development In a literate culture preparations for literacy are to 
be seen in early language development It is important to emphasize 
this point because historically leammg to speak and learning to read 
have been seen as very different activities, this has been one aspect of 
the more general divide between written and spoken language 
Standard books on one of these two subjects either learmng to read or 
learning to speak have not mentioned the other and there has been 
little overlap m the theones they have drawn upon or the references 
they have cited This can be explamed in terms of the development of 
the field of language acquisition as an area of study with its roots m 
linguistics and psycholinguistics It has also been part of a behef that 
leammg to speak happens up to the age of five years while learning to 
read happens after five years Researchers and others now realize that 
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learning to speak continues well beyond the age of five and lean mg to 
read bt^ns well before five What changes at age five m Bntam at 
least IS the onset of formal schooling 
The intertwining of wntten and spoken language noted earlier 
applies to children and their learning WriUng and speaking are very 
similar in many ways similar processes underlie them and the 
mechamsms of learning desenbed in the previous section apply 
equally to both learning to speak and learnuig to read We want to go 
further than this and point out that they are inextricably entwined and 
cannot be separated they are both part of learning to use language ^ 
There are standard ways of communicatmg with children which are 
almost built into the communicative system Adults are bigger, 
stronger more knowledgeable and more articulate than infants and if 
you pick up a small child in your arms it is most likely that you will be 
careful gentle take charge and communicate You will hold the child 
so that it IS comfortable and in Western mamstream culture it is likely 
that m order to monitor its feeUngs and dispositions you will attempt 
to get and mamtain eye contact Commumcatmg by speech and 
gesture is an important way of relatmg to a young infant Inevitably 
largely as a natural result of the communicative situation you are m 
holding a small defenseless and easily disturbed creature you will 
adjust the way you communicate Adults talking to young children 
adjust their language m consistent ways In the Enghsh speaking 
world you are likely to speak more quietly more slowly with 
exaggerated intonation usmg short simple sentences simpler sounds 
What you talk about is likely to be constrained too You talk about the 
here and now what s going on around personal feehngs and needs As 
we will see these ways of adjusting are separate phenomena and some 
may be completely absent in other cultures but m all cultures adults 
adjust themselves to children s behaviour 

People talk appropriately What this means in practice changes over 
tunc Adults adapt and arc responsive to the growing and developmg 
child They are sensitive to the child s states and abihties In leammg 
to speak and presumably in other areas children seem to work on 
particular parts of their development and then move on to others 
There is some evidence that adults are responsive to what the child is 
actually learning or working on The ideas mentioned earher of a zone 
of proximal development and of internalization fit in here and these 
interactions between adult and child are effectively language 
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learning situations There is an interplay between two things adults to 
some extent fine tune their languj^e At the same time, children 
choose what they attend to This latter may be more important In the 
interplay of the two can be found understanding and learning 
The different ways of adjusting our language may appear to be 
inextricably woven together in formmg a coherent way of talting to 
children However the actual details vary from culture to culture It is 
worth looking at some examples drawn from difierent cultures Even 
withm contemporary Western culture there are differences for 
instance between different social groups in the United States Shirley 
Heath contrasts how the adults concepts of childhood and parenthood 
affect how they interact with children in two of the communities m 
South Carolina she studied In Roadville a small, rural white 
working class community there is clearly a register for talking to 
children 

Roadville parents talk to their babies modifying their speech in ways 
they believe appropriate for speaking to children Seen as conver 
sauonal partners children arc expected to answer questions read books 
cooperatively and learn to label and name the attributes of real world 
and book objects They are brought into tasks asked to try 
activities and supported and corrected in their efforts (1983 p 146) 

This IS contrasted with Trackton a Black workmg class commumty 
Heath studied She documents very different ways of interacting with 
children and denies the existence of a specific register for addressing 
children She imphes that havmg a specific register for talkmg to 
children is part of the idea of children as communicative partners 
which m Trackton according to her they are not 

As they come to talk they repeat vary the language about them and 
eventually use their lai^uage to work their way into the streams of 
speech about them Once old enough to be accepted m ongoing 
talk children are expected to answer quesnons comparmg items events 
and persons in their world to respond creatively to question challenges 
and to report their own feelmgs desires and experiences Without 
specific explication they must learn to see one thing m terms of another 
to make metaphors of the world about them (1983 p 147) 

The temptation to turn these two contrasting communities into a 
dunension on to which al commumties can be fitted must be resisted 
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these are two of many ways of bemf and they do not map 
simplistically on to oral versus literate or Black versus white These 
two quotes exemplify many of the points being made in this chapter 
They demonstrate how childrens language is located m soaal 
interaction in particular settings and how this can be very different in 
different subcultures we will return to this study for further examples 
when cxaminmg how learmng to be literate is also embedded m the 
environment of a particular culture 

The details are not just questions of language but they are tied into 
other aspects of human commumcation I related adjustmg one s 
speech to a child to the physical situation of holding the child and 
mamt-aiTun g eye gaze There is evidence that m cultures where this is 
very different - for example where a child is earned on the mother s 
back and is in constant physical contact — then there may be very 
different ways of speaking to the child There may be much less spoken 
language and much less verbal adjustment to the child Bambi 
SchiefFelm in her detailed study of the Kaluh documents some very 
different ways of addressing children ^ These are striking examples of 
the social embeddedness of language development and they make us 
question what can be claimed as generalizations or umversals of 
language acquisition 

There are several routine and repeated situations in children s lives 
feeding bathing and changmg are often earned out by the same adult 
in the same environment at the same time of day The communication 
m these situations becomes regular and repeated As we wiU see there 
is a parallel m reading events However again we should be very 
cautious about making any generalizations and accept that we have 
described one limited culture In particular it assumes one child and 
one care giver In many cultures the mother is not the only or the 
pnmary care giver There are many situations around the world where 
children are brought up m larger extended families and where the 
mother has less physical involvement m child reanng Elinor Ochs 
gives an example from Samoa where older children take charge of the 
active care of babies and carry out changmg, bathing, etc the very 
tasks which are at the centre of Western language routines Typical 
interaction is three way not two-way Put simply the young child 
wanting attention appeals to the mother the mother instructs an older 
child and the older child attends to the baby s needs (Ochs 1983 and 
1988) 
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It IS very difficult to compare what I have referred to as mainstream 
learning with that in other cultures and subcultures partly because of 
the great imbalance in the amount of research and the degree of 
documentation There has been far more research on middle class 
white English speabng children and their development Nevertheless 
where we do have research from other cultures on these topics striking 
diff erences are immediately apparent Here I have given just bnel 
examples of individual ethnographies in separate cultures at the very 
least they suggest the richness of possible mteractions around children 
and the hmitations of attempting to generalize from one culture They 
represent a strong cntique of theories of learnmg which attempt to 
generahze out from Western middle class culture They also demon 
strate the value of detailed studies of specific situations Their work is 
certainly a strong challenge to much standard work on social 
interaction and learnmg For our purposes here these studies are 
important m underlimng the embeddedness of learning in the cultural 
context and the variety of ways m which this is achieved Now that the 
basis of learning to speak has been outlined the next chapter will turn 
to the sigmficance of this approach for the learning of literacy 
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deas from the previous chapter on learning can be summarized 
are several ways of learning and learning is part of all activities 
volves a situation an activity and partiapants There are 
ion social practices associated with learning It often takes place 
context of regular repeated activities with support from others 
with active participation Knowledge is internalized building 
previous knowledge and children follow individual coherent 
of development In this chapter I now want to apply these ideas 
e development of literacy The pomt of this chapter in ecolc^ical 
3 is to demonstrate the strong social basis of children s early 
mg of literacy The starting pomt will be a well known and 
mgly straightforward phenomenon of reading a bedtime story to 
ren 


Reading to children 

img to children is an activity which is easily identifiable anti 
ously related to literacy By obviously I mean that adults read tr 
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children that it is taken for granted that reading to children is a good 
t hing and that it contributes to their learning to read I will deal in 
detail with the example of parents readmg a story aloud to young 
children at home usually at bedtime It is an identifiable literacy 
event recognized both by parents and by researchers and is even 
named as story time One reason for examimng story time is that as 
an activity it is very similar to the routine situations of earlier language 
development mentioned m the last chapter It is also similar in some 
ways to common school reading activities The study of story time 
provides a Imk, then, with earher spoken development and with later 
school learning 

A great deal can be learned from examimng what is involved in 
readmg by taking a detailed look at this one type of hteracy event It is 
an event which is shared where the book is central and where there is 
reading for its own sake A prehminary point to emphasize about 
bedtime stones is that there is not one thing which can be called 
readmg to children It takes many forms and can mean many things 
There are many ways of reading to children and these will vary 
according to the age of the child the situation, the partiapants 
Reading will vary accordmg to the type of text and the way it is used m 
the interaction and according to such details as whether a child is 
hearing the story for the first time The children s contribution can 
vary and this too changes over time ‘ 

First, I should state the obvious In Britain and North America 
there are books for children books to read to children and books for 
children to learn to read This has not always been true historically 
and It IS not true now m all cultures Cultures differ in the ways they 
simplify life for those bemg mducted into it In mainstream culture 
there arc many such books They vary according to the age of child 
they are mtended for and they are different from books aimed at 
children learning to read in school Some have no words just pictures 
Some have thick cardboard pages some are made of plastic and float 
m the bath Book shops commonly have separate sections for these 
children s books and they are often written by adults who specialize in 
wri ting such books It IS important to pomt out the obvious smce it 
becomes so naturalized that we can fail to see its significance 

I will use a variety of published examples along with instances from 
my own notes and expenences I use my own examples partly because 
there is not a great deal of published documentation of children s early 
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practices around literacy but also because this s what I know best 
with details covenng several years I start with an example from the 
life of my own child then using notes I have made on his language 
and literacy development He was growing up happily in north west 
England m the late 1980s with his mother and father Within the 
family s physical space of a house he had his own personal space he 
ViaH his own room with his own bed There was also a bookshelf in the 
room with a growing number of books on it Firstly some notes made 
when he was five years four months old 

The bedtime story is an essential part of a regular routine of going to 
bed at night It has also been used to persuade him to sleep durmg the 
day when necessary The story fits mto a regular routine Immediately 
before it he cleans his teeth and goes to the toilet he has the story and 
soon after it he turns over in bed gets a good night kiss and often goes 
to sleep within a few minutes 

As any parent will know this is only an idealized version of what 
happens and there are many variations Usually one of his parents 
read the story although occasionally it would be a visitor or baby 
sitter At this point some form of story tune had been part of his life for 
over four years and it had its earher roots in his mother singing him to 
sleep He had experienced some 1500 bedtime story times by then 
with many more to come If we add this to stones at other times of the 
day we get a much greater number This obviously constitutes a large 
amount of expenence, and it has been estimated that some children 
may have received 6000 stories before startmg school (see for example 
Wells 1986 p 158) 

Of course story time changes gradually and systematically over 
time One of the changes is diat there is more vanety and less ritual as 
children get older I will continue with notes from my child and then 
turn to studies of other younger children First a particular example 
when he was five years four months 


Last night he had fimshed cleaning his teeth in the bathroom I said 
Right you go and choose a story and get mto bed and 1 11 come and 
read it in a minute He went next door to his room A few mmutes later 
I came into his room He had chosen a book and was sittmg in bed 
with it wainng I asked him to move over to make room for me as I 
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regularly do and then I squeezed next to him on the bed We both held 
the book and I began reading When I had finished and said good night 
to him he sat looking at the book by himself for a few minutes and when 
I returned ten minutes later he was fast asleep the book closed on the 
floor by the bed 


A few years previously I would have carried him from the bathroom 
to the bedroom I would have chosen the book and I would have held 
It whole reading I would have structured the event as I did whenever I 
put him to bed by letting the blind down making sure his bed was 
ready and turning on the light (This descnption may make the event 
sound very scripted and organized but whether or not the 
participants arc aware of it such a routme is one of the regular and 
repeated events that constitute many young children s lives ) The 
books used in this earlier period had pictures but no words I do not 
have detailed records from then but the interactions at story time 
have been studied m detail by several researchers and I will give three 
examples Obtaining and examining the detailed transcriptions of the 
language is painstaking work but is revealing of what actually goes on 
and how it changes over time The first is of a young child (Nimo and 
Bruner 1978 p 6) 


Mother 

Look 

[Attcntional vocative] 

Child 

(Touches picture) 


Mother 

What are those^ 

[Query] 

Child 

(Vocalizes and smile) 


Mother 

Yes they are rabbits 

[Feedback and label] 


The dialogue contmues but we have enough here to discuss Such 
interactions are very typical of early interaction and have been 
observed repeatedly The adult is structuring the whole interaction 
and even turning the child s sounds mto answers which act as turns m 
the conversation The adult is creatmg the child s meanings The child 
IS learning to take part in a simple conversation There are several 
alternative ways of analysmg it for example the conversation coutam 
within It the seeds of the very common cycle found m classroom talk, 
of getting attention asking a question providmg an answer and 
giving feedback This httle pattern is a common building block of 
spoken intcractioii 
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Here s another example from a child more than a year older than 
the first child The mother is about to read a story ITie n other 
reading from the story book is in italics (Wells 1985 p 244) 

Mother There s Eeyore What s happened to him'!’ 

Child I don t know 

Mother What do you think s happening to him’ 

Chid He s getting cold 

Mother He s getting cold Why is he getting cold’ 

Chid I don t know 

Mother I think it s the snow all over him - don t you thmk’ [Short 
pause] {One day ) [Starts to read] 

All this conversation takes place before the mother actually starts 
reading the story The mother is reading a storv but there is 
something else gomg on as well They are talking about the story The 
mother is involving the child in the story even before they begm to 
read 

Finally here is a glunpse of a child aged two and a half years (Teale 
1984 p 112) 

Mother ( Come look at what we grew And we have so muck enough for us 
and all our friends too ) What are you doing’ 

Child I m eating em 

Mother Arc you gobbling them all up’ 

Child Uh huh 

Mother Can you tell me what some of those vegetables are’ Can you 
show me where the tomatoes are’ [Child points to tomatoes] 
And where s the lettuce 

The conversation continues Once again they are talking about the 
tory but they are doing more thcin this The mother is expanding 
upon It together they are bringing the child mto the story and relating 
the story to everyday life It is not necessarily the mother who initiates 
the interactions Sometimes it is the duid We can see that this is not 
purely a story hemg told by one person to another rather we have a 
story around a story, a narrative which is hemg co comtructed by the 
participants 

What can children get out of this regular repeated situation’ They 
can learn many things about bfe about adults, about the family about 
knowledge and how to acquire it about human interaction about 
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social practices Here the discuss on will keep to what they can learn 
about language and particularly about hteracy 

The hteracy event of story time provides a great opportunity for 
children to learn about language As with the examples earlier of 
changing washing and feeding they get a chance to observe and 
partiapate in a regular and repeated situation where the language use 
has a great deal of contextual support The most obvious area of 
language in story time is the language of the text note that it is written 
language bemg spoken aloud The child is hearmg written language 
In listening to stories children are exposed to the rhythms of written 
language bemg spoken They are hstenmg to extended discourse and 
they learn the structure of a story They can attend to the function and 
structure of language A broader range of grammatical structures and 
much wider vocabulary is available m stones than in ordmary 
everyday speech 

The language assoaated with story time is not just the text equally 
important is the talk around the text, and this too is often richer m 
vanety and complexity of linguistic structure than other everyday talk 
One aspect of the language of story time is that children are exposed to 
a way of talking about language There is talk to do with reading and 
writing - this is the metalanguage of hteracy Language is referred to 
in the discussions about the story Adults might say Do you know 
what that mcans^ That s a new word This is a long story In story 
time the written is embedded in the spoken and grows out of it Again 
this is an example of wntten and spoken language bemg intertwined 

Note that in these examples it is spoken language around a wntten 
story There is something speaal about this situation and it has grown 
up over time for the child The event may be regular and repeated but 
it should be clear from the examples that there are many different 
forms of spoken interaction which can take place around an open 
book To begin with when children are very young there is no story 
Children s first books are often just petures and first story times may 
consist mainly of the adult naming unconnected pictures The 
labelhng of objects in a picture — a symbolic representation of the 
world - IS very similar to the nammg activities with teal objects One 
can point to and name real cats and dogs toy cats and dogs and two- 
dimensional drawn representations of cats and dogs Pictures are not 
the first symbolic representations children will have encountered 
dolls plastic ducks and cars two inches long are all syoibohc 
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However there may be something cruc al in the transition from toy to 
book one cannot hold fed or play w th the object The object moves 
from concrete to visual representat on what one can do with it moves 
from action to reflection A child can do things with dolls as wdl as 
talk about them wi± a picture the child can only talk about it The 
next transition is from picture to wntten word ^ 

Whether oral or written stones are important Adults and children 
can do many things with the story they can play and do pretend 
reading they can memorize it word for word they can do different 
voices for different characters they can talk about the story and go 
beyond the present go beyond the concerns of much early interaction 
with the here and now Having a sense of story is a way of making 
sense of one s own hfe It often starts with pictures and is related to 
using toys for play and fantasy Children use stones to test out reahty 
to explore possibilities and to go beyond the here and now to the past 
and to the future Stones can provide a way for children to understand 
other worlds and to fantasize about what is not possible The sense of 
story can come from the spoken stones m our culture as well as from 
the wntten ones and solely from oral stones m a culture which 
emphasizes them 

Turning now to what is special about hteracy children are also 
learning about the nature of reading First of all books are for reading 
They are different from toys and other objects which are played with 
and manipulated There is something special which marks out books 
as different from the other objects which children come across 
Catherine Snow and Anat Ninio describe the distinctiveness of books 
as one of the contracts of literacy which children learn to enter into 
and they descnbe several instances of children learning that books are 
for reading and not for bitmg chewing or throwing Of course it is 
more complex than this there is not one thing books arc for as we 
have seen even saymg books are for reading raises many comphcated 
queries as there are many ways of readmg Reading to children also 
provides a general famihanty with books of all kinds including 
instruction books catalogues and magazines Children learn about the 
mystenes of incidental parts of the book like the index and the small 
pnnt of the title page They learn about the functions of literacy how 
print can be turned into words and that one function is readmg 
stones Another of the contracts which children learn is how the 
picture and later the story constrains the top c the story book comes 
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tx 3 med ate ch Idren s experience (For a list of the contracts of literacy 
see Snow and Ninio 1986 ) 

During story time children can observe reading strategies and infer 
processes There is of course a hmit to what you can find out about 
readmg processes by observing someone else doing it Nevertheless 
children are exposed to the rhythms of someone readmg out loud and 
they may be able to notice when the reader stops and starts how the 
story is broken mto parts In relation to the book the child may 
observe things like directionality following the words of a story and 
turning the page 

The important things the child can learn are probably more subtle 
than this There is not one way of reading Readmg is not extracting 
the meanmg from a text rather there are different ways of takin g from 
the text of taking different meamngs from the text Story time 
supports certain ways of interacting where meamngs are created 
These dialogues are the soaal bases of thmking which the child 
internalizes In this way literacy becomes implicated m the creation of 
ways of thinking As an example of this one aspect of taking from the 
text IS the way we learn to use our knowledge of the world to make 
sense of and do things with the text We can see instances of this in the 
questioning used by the mother m the second short example of talk 
around a text above where the mother asks why Why is Eeyore 
getting cold^ To answer this the child has to draw on his or her 
general knowledge of the world to do with why hving thmgs get cold 
Marilyn Cochran Smith (1984) refers to this sort of dialogue as life 
to text interaction brmgmg one s life experiences to bear on the text 
Often the ways of questiomng used by adults can provide particular 
examples of life to text interaction for the child Similarly the third 
example provides a different way of taking from the text it shows text 
to life interaction where the story is related to the child s life and the 
child IS brought into the dialogue around the story 

More generally children can learn attitudes and values associated 
with reading Story tune is typically a warm friendly and safe 
experience Time is set aside for it and it is an intimate event where 
children have an adult s complete attention It may be the children s 
only time sharing an activity alone with an adult It can have an 
important function within the fzuraly where the story is an integral 
part of the reward system used by the family in bringing up the child 
A child can be told If you want a story you will have to get to bed 
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quickly Also if there have been arguments story time can be a time 
for making peace for being friendly and sympathetic For the child 
who IS leammg presumably these situations invoke other powerful 
mechanisms of leammg mentioned at the beginning of the last 
chapter such as the child identifying with the parent and the parent 
acting as a role model Here and elsewhere the child sees what the 
adult gets out of reading Part of the point of a story can be that it gives 
the child somethmg pleasant to think about when going to sleep 

What IS going on m terras of the theory of the previous chapter on 
learning^ Initially scaffolding or support is provided by the situation 
and the adults structuring of it The adult mediates the child s 
behaviour Children gradually take over developing their own 
practices For example there are many steps to becoming an avid 
book reader First of all ro story time children choose their own book 
mihate the interaction, and finally do it totally on their own Children 
move to readmg their own comic to browsing through a book alone 
and finding information from the toy catalogue Interactions become 
mtemalized Readmg is a shared experience which becomes a private 
cxpencnce as the child becomes older This can go m several 
directions The child can become lost m a book and enclosed in their 
own world leammg how readmg is a way of being pnvate in a public 
place on a beach in a bus This is one development in the dififerent 
sorts of reading children acquire At the same time children can 
continue to develop much soaal readmg with their peers around 
catalogues magazmes and so on 

Obviously there is a lot more mvolved in readmg to children than 
one might have first imagined Much of it can be related to learning to 
read As there are such different ways of reading to children the effects 
are not gomg to be straightforward Chapter 12 will include a 
d^cussion of how readmg to children might be significant for leammg 
to read in school and how different aspects of reading to children 
might have different effects or be taken up differently by schools 


Literacy events 


Story tune is clearly to do with hteracy, but there is no need to think of 
It as beu^ the most frequent or the most important example of the 
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literacy practices surrounding the developing child There may be 
other activities within the home where hteracy is the central concern 
for example when people spend time reading either separately or 
together It is also true that literacy is embedded m much of children s 
play and many games can be construed as preparations for literacy 
In addition there are magnetic alphabet letters on the refrigerator or 
radiator and early magazines and comics with letter and word games 
These are all hteracy focused activities However in this section I 
want to concentrate on the significance of those activities where 
literacy is not the main concern but where it has a more incidental 
role Points made earher can still be emphasized such as that hteracy 
is embedded in oral interaction that there are different ways of 
l earning and that learning is a component of all activities 

The family is an ecological niche m which literacy survives is 
sustained and flourishes In contemporary soaety literacy is part of 
the web of family hfe In addition to events like bedtime story reading 
where literate activities arc central many everyday activities mvoke 
the use of literacy in some way There is a great deal of pnnt m the 
average house it is on packaging notice boards instructions and junk 
mail as well as magazines and books Even m households without 
books there is still other environmental print The activities of cookmg 
eating shopping keeping records and cclcbratmg all make use of 
literacy m some way Literacy is not the aim of these activities their 
aim IS something else to survive to consume to act in the world and 
literacy is an mtegral part of achieving these other aims The arm of 
these activities is not to teach children literacy and with many of them 
the activities are not particularly for the child They may be for the 
benefit of adults and have no obvious relevance to the child 
Nevertheless as with other family activities the children are brought 
into these activities 

In many ways m mainstream culture the household is structured 
around hteracy literacy mediates family activities There are many 
ways of putting this Heath locates literacy in the ways families use 
space and time, and describes how literate traditions 


arc interwoven in different ways with oral uses of language ways of 
negotiating meaning deciding on action and achieving status I^ttems 
of using reading and writing m each community are interdependent 
With ways of using space (having bookshelves decorating walls 
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display ng clephonc numbers) and using t me bcdti nc, meal hours 
and homework sessions) (1983 p 234) 

I also like the vision of literacy flowing through the household it pours 
in through the letterbox and goes out through the waste bm hopefully 
to be recycled in between adults act on it use it change it (see 
Leichter 1984 p 40) I will concentrate for the moment on how this 
impinges on the child 

The prmt environment to which children in a range of Western 
cultures are exposed at home is extensive They are surrounded by 
literacy There have been some recent studies of this * Hope Jensen 
Leichter (1984 p 41) hsts the artefacts relevant to literacy noted in 
an extensive observational study of literacy m the home Her litany of 
some of the artefacts extends to 50 items making a prose poem They 
include 

Books dictionancs atlases and maps encyclopaedias school work 
books reports and tests postcards political fliers coupons laundry 
shps cookbooks diaries Chnstmas cards gift lists record albums 
sewing patterns baseball cards sweatshirts photograph albums 
identification cards and nckets 

This IS one of those lists which is never complete as each study finds 
more examples In our own research we have made siimlar hsts and 
are constantly adding to them 

The home is a particularly important domam in that it is the site for 
such a wide range of activities Several studies of children s emergent 
literacy have mvestigated this domain In one of these studies William 
Tealc wanted to identify the different forms of literacy around the 
children and he categorized the uses in terms of separate domains of 
activity such as daily livmg routines entertainment, school related 
activity religion In each activity a difierent form of literacy was 
apparent The full hst was daily living routines entertamment - 
which was further subdivided school related activity work - such as 
the Avon lady visiting the house religion, interpersonal commuuica 
tion participating m information networks story book tune, and 
hteracy for teaching So withm domams there can be sub domains 
and often these can be broken down agam * 

In some pics ftie child is primarily an observer For example 



151 


Emergent L ieracy 

he child can observe the different roles adults take n the home, who 
gets to read the newspaper first who opens the mail and sometimes 
the children may be excluded from activities Leave me alone I m 
readmg the paper 1 11 be with you in a minute I have some bills to 
pay Here the child can learn about hteracy and know it is of value to 
adults such as when the child wants attention and the adult s head is 
buried m a book This is certainly important Both observing a social 
interaction and participatmg m a social interaction contribute to 
hteracy learning However I am assuming here without proof that 
partiapation is a more powerful form of learning I am therefore 
giving more attention to what often happens that children are 
incorporated into farmiy activities 
Outside the home the child is in a world of signs notices and 
advertisements Shopping is another activity which in mainstream 
culture is often regular and repeated where children take part with 
adults and where literacy is involved but is not the mam aim of the 
activity Child care and shopping often go together and a local 
supermarket can be the scene of much induction into literacy There 
are several strategies for juggling these two seemingly incompatible 
activities One attempted strategy of sittmg the child quietly m the 
trolley and getting on with the shopping only works with a few 
children at some ages and for short periods of time What actually 
happens is that children are incorporated into the activities They arc 
nskeH what they want, they are asked to fetch goods which they have 
to recognize and they comment on what is bemg purchased Just like 
the activities desenbed earlier this could be expressed m terms of 
adults structuring the situation by providing scaffolding for the child 
to learn by This is an example of an everyday situation where the 
child can see what the adult achieves in practical terms with literacy ^ 
The active participation of the child in all this can be seen Children 
want to know who the mail is for m the mommg At the supermarket 
they want to choose particular cereals and avoid other ones They 
want to know on the calendar on the notice board when someone s 
birthday is approaching They want to know from the newspaper 
when a particular television programme is gomg to be on In aU these 
activities children can see how reading mediates the activity how they 
have to go via reading to get the results they want how they have to go 
via someone who reads Reading mediates even to the extent of getting 
in the way of the activities because it takes time The adult stops to 
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read the nstruLtions before assembling a new toy or starting a new 
card game or reads the recipe before cooking a chocolate Ccike with the 
child As with the story reading, above there is a gradual shift as the 
f-hild takes control of these activities and learns to get information 
from the calendar to identify the desired breakfast cereal and to find 
out from the listings what is on television 

The examples so far have been of households where literacy has a 
clear role Even m seemingly less literate households hteracy has a 
significant role Where researchers have taken very simple measures 
such as the number of books in the home it is very easy to find wide 
dispanties - and to be shaken in one s literate world by the high 
number of homes contaming almost no books However all homes in 
contemporary soaety are touched by hteracy There is still consumer 
packaging to get through biUs to pay junk mail to sort and various 
official forms and notices to deal with Junk mail cannot be avoided 
you have to do somethmg with it and people develop individual 
solutions to cope with the continuous tide (see Taylor 1983 p 27) 

It IS not a question of households being literate or not It is not 
adequate to charactenze this as a simple dimension of amount of 
hteracy What we have seen m several studies and most clearly m 
Heath s work is that households are pEurt of whole commumties which 
are oriented to literacy dififerently This is not just to do with literacy 
but IS part of the fundamental dynamics of the households I will 
return to this in the chapter on schooling when investigating how 
these different orientations to hteracy fare m school It is important to 
emphasize that in places like Heath s Trackton which is unhke 
mainstream culture and is m many ways oral literacy none the less 
impinges a great deal Having said that there may still be households 
and communities where children are getting little or no experience of 
handlmg books or holding penals ® 

To get more of an idea of how hteracy is used m the home I want to 
turn to studies which have hated the most common uses of reading and 
wntmg m the home Firsdy in her study of three communities m the 
United States Shirley Heath provides such hsts of the most common 
uses of reading and wntmg For Trackton, starting with the most 
common she lists four mam uses of reading (1983 p 198) 

liatntmental ar« to accomplish practical goals of daily life such 
as reading price tags and street signs 
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Social— interacttorialfRecreatwnal uses to maintain social relation 
ships make plans and introduce topics for discussion and 
story telling This includes reading greebng cards letters and 
newspaper features 

News related uses reading to learn about third parties or distant 
events such as readmg local news items or school circulars 

Confirmatwnal uses reading to gam support for atutudes or beliefs 
already held This would be reading the Bible or car sales 
brochures 

Sinularly for writing different uses in this community are hsted {1983> 
p 199) 

Memory aids writing to serve as a rcmmder for the wnter, and 
only occasionally others Examples are wnting telephone 
numbers and notes on calendars 

Substitutes for oral messages when direct oral communication was 
not possible or would prove embarrassing’ such as notes to 
school greeting cards and letters 

Financial, to record numerals and to wnte out amounts and 
accompanying notes Wntmg cheques would be an example of 
this 

Public records, wntmg to announce the order of the church 
services This category includes other report wnPng and 
record keeping assoaated with the church 

This approach can provide an idea of the range of literacy practices in 
a community The four uses of reading in Trackton, listed above, are 
also found m Roadvilie the second community which Heath studied 
although they differ m order of frequency In addiPon social mteracHonal 
uses are separated from recreational which become recreational/ 
educational In the third commumty the townspeople recreational is 
separate and there is an additional category of cntwal/educational 
Similarly with wntu^ there are differences between the three 
communities In Roadvilie there is no category of public records but 
there is one of social-interactional With the townspeople there are 
Roadvilie s four categories with the additional category of expository 
In their study of inner city famihes in the north eastern Umted 
States Denny Taylor and Gathermc Dorsey Games compare their 
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work with Heath s 1988 pp 124 90 For uses of read ng m their 
inner city neighbourhood, Shay \venue they list the four uses of 
reading found in Trackton with the additional uses of socio historical 
Jinmcial and enmronmental With wntmg they have the uses of writing 
found in Trackton except for public records and there are several 
additional uses of wntmg instrumental autobiographical recreational 
creative educational, work related and enoironmental ^ 

These lists are useful in givmg an overview of the sort of activities 
which are most common in any one community and when comparing 
commumties — such as Heath s Trackton and RoadviUe — it is possible 
to identify uses of readmg or wntmg which are absent from a 
community However there is a limit to the usefulness of listing 
functions since these lists overlap a great deal readmg a letter can be 
news related and socio interactional at the same time for example 
and much writing can be a memory aid at the same time as 
substitutmg for an oral message Also the various categones people 
have used seem to have different statuses so that Jinancial seems to be a 
different sort of category from memory aid When looked at closely 
seemmgly obvious categones such as creative and autobiographical are 
surprisingly hard to pm down and define as particular sorts of wntmg 
In our study of hteracy in Lancaster England we tried to avoid listing 
uses of writing Concentrating on people s purposes in writing we 
identified three broad areas of wntmg in the home writing to maintain 
the household writing to maintain commumcation and personal writing but 
even here there can be overlap and potential problems of definitton 
(see Barton and Padmore 1991 p 62) 


Writing 


The discussion so far has focused mainly on readmg Another 
direction for going beyond the example of story time is to consider 
children s early wntmg There is much less wntmg than reading m the 
home there is less wntmg by adults and parallel to this less pre 
school wntmg by children has been reported ® The topic of early 
wntmg IS usually treated as a separate subject with its own researchers 
and promoters Several points can be made here which are parallel to 
those made abo t reading showmg how wnPng is embedded n 
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everyday practices and that it draws upon similar forms of learning as 
speaking and reading 

Although there has been more work on reading several researchers 
have observed children learning to wnte before they go to school 
Some situate it back where children first learn to speak For example 
Carol Chomsky (1972) studied children who began the rudiments of 
wntmg as they learned to speak she argues that m principle there is 
no difference between speakmg and writing and that they can develop 
ui harmony Note that writing and speaking are parallel m that they 
are both ways of producing language Other researchers concentrate 
on the tools of writing pens and pencils and they see the roots of 
wilting for some children at least as bemg in drawing 

Charles Read and others after him have analysed children s 
invented spellings spellings which children spontaneously make 
up with little help from adults These invented spellings demonstrate 
that young children teaching themselves to wnte do many coherent 
thmgs and are actively making hypotheses about the nature of 
language what are often taken to be errors of spelhng are m fact 
coherent responses to a problem For example the child who writes 
YOT ior yacht is making an intelligent guess based on knowledge of the 
sound system of English and is commg up with a more reasonable 
spelling than that which is actually utilized m the spelling system 
Choosing to spell dragon as JRAGIN ship as SEP and fishmg as 
FEHEG also reflect sophisticated knowledge of the English sound 
system (see Read 1971 1986 Barton 1992) 

This active hypothesis making can be seen in other aspects of the 
wntmg system, not just spelling Children make hypotheses about 
word boundaries for example how and where to spht up the flow of 
wntmg into words Some solutions are right for our writing system 
such as leaving spaces between words Others, like a dot between each 
word sometimes chosen by children for a few months for instance 
serve their purpose They are not the solution chosen by our wntmg 
system Nevertheless these are intelligent guesses - and with this 
example it is certainly a plausible 01 e there have been wntmg systems 
where dots have been placed between words and today there are some 
computer word processing packages which mdicate the spaces 
between words with dots on the screen Similarly some children when 
first writing English choose the syllable as the basic umt rather than 
the alphabetic segment a r nab c cho cc but not the one chosen 
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m our wnting sybtem ITie po nt is that the children are acting sensibly 
when they make guesses about how the writing system works ® 
T.pRming to wnte involves two aspects associated with the two 
meanings of the word wnte learning the mechanics of wnting or 
becoming a senbe and deciding what to write, or becoming an autiwr I 
will explore these two distinct meanmgs of the English word wnte more 
m the next chapter For the moment one problem young children 
expenence when learning to write and one which often constitutes a 
barrier for them as it stops them going any further concerns the 
practical techmeal aspect of physically makmg the marks on the 
paper with a pen or penal Children and others experience the sheer 
difficulty of holding a pencil and forming letters, together with the 
unnecessary extra confusions of the orientation of letters (The 
symmetry ofbpq d for instance which many children find a problem 
arises from haphazard histoncal development ) For all writers but 
espcaaliy for the strugghng beginning writer there is the excruaating 
amount of time it takes being so much slower than the thoughts to be 
expressed This all gets in the way of expressing meaning 

The slowness of wnting for children may seem to be intnnsic to the 
act of wnting but again it is tied in with the social practices around 
wntmg The choice of wnting implements is a soaal deasion the 
development of the pencil is a piece of technology as much as any 
modern computer technology There have been attempts to overcome 
some of the mechamcal difficulties of early wnting Thirty years of 
suggestions of using typewnters for pre school children have never 
quite taken off Now with computers which have simple keyboards 
and printers it is so easy and neat to form letters if one has access to 
the technology These may have a great effect lessening the physical 
difficulty of wnting along with further effects on the way children 
compose what they are wnting Developments m the next few years 
are likely to change the possibihtics for children even more 
Turning now to children, at home what wnting is there in the homc^ 
What are the hteracy practices to do with wnting which children 
observe and participate As I have already pointed out, there may 
not be very much writing m the home Nevertheless there is some 
Typical writing activities involve notes messages calendars paymg 
bills, wntmg shopping lists These are often public activities m the 
home and we can examme how children are incorporated into these 
activities There has been httlc detailed study of this Clark s study of 
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'■hildren who could read and wnte when they arrived at school was 
retrospecttve Much of the invented spelling research such as Read s 
work studied the products the written messages containing invented 
pelluigs - and m order to stress how these are invented by children 
often researchers have provided little detail of how the activities are 
structured by adults Nevertheless they are created within the family 
and within particular soaal practices 
The first wntmg is often structured and supported by adults In my 
notes of my own child s first writing his own name Tom was 
important and his first writing was the capital letter T when sigmng 
his own name on greetings cards and the bottom of letters At first he 
wrote a T guided by an adult s hand, later his own T and then the full 
name Initially the letter T was a symbol for the word Tom Other 
people have observed this gradual development and pomted to the 
importance of the child s own name in early wntmg 

Children s early wntmg is often based upon the sort of things which 
adults use writing for m the home signing names on greetings cards 
malfing notices sending messages Children often ask adults to wnte 
words Early on children do not necessanly want to wnte stones but 
wntmg comes into games makmg tickets for a show, inventing an 
application form to join a dub addmg words to pictures Once agam 
early writing provides an example of children learning first throi^h 
social interaction and later mtemalixing their knowledge In addition, 
the activity which the wntmg is part of is more important than the 
wntmg itself The wntmg has a purpose To take an example from my 
notes for one child these purposes were putting his name on his door 
to demonstrate ownership helping a less literate child fiU in a toy club 
application form and wntmg a note with a friend 

KNOW I WAD LAYG TOO GO HOME 

T his message, now 1 would like to go home had a purpose in that this new 
friend was too shy to approaoh any adult This new form of 
communication avoided face to face interaction This example is also 
a good illustration of children s early spellmgs note the combination 
of conventional spellings such as home invented spellings, such as layc 
and half learnt spdlmgs such as know 

Children s wntmg develops gradually and some researchers such as 
Fcrrciro and Teberosky ( 1979 ) plot this development as a set of stages 
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which childrai go through starting out with drawing and document 
children s gradually increasing co-ordmation I have some difEculty m 
fitting children I have observed and read about into a neat set of stages 
(see also Hall 1987, p 52 on these stages) Rather the conclusions I 
would draw are parallel to what I have said about the development of 
reading and learmng in general that children actively undertake 
writing that it serves other purposes for them and that they follow 
individual coherent paths of development No less than reading 
writing IS a soaal practice similar to those described in earlier 
chapters 


Knowing about literacy 


As a slightly diiferent way of expressing the subject matter of this 
chapter we can examme children s developing awareness of spoken 
and written language As part of learning to speak and leammg the 
communication practices of their culture children also learn some 
awareness of language Children gradually use language to 
communicate on a broader range of topics in a wider variety of 
contexts They use language among other things to demand enquire 
and comment on themselves and their surroundings Part of this 
context part of the world to be commented on is of course language 
Itself the child s own language and the language of others So the child 
also acts upon, comments on and enquires about language This 
happens m many different ways For example a child at the age of two 
and a half years when grammatical development is just taking off and 
vocabulary is expanding explosively showed awareness in several 
ways for example he would ask for the names of objects he did not 
know and ask for clarification if he did not understand What you say'^ 
What shg say^ He could also role-play using appropriate voices for 
among others ticket inspectors and doctors (an example from Barton 
1986 p 69) The early age at which this begins is often surpnsing to 
people 

It IS clear from these and many other examples that at this age and 
earber children demonstrate some knowledge or awareness of 
language beyond straightforward communication Language use and 
language awareness go along together As the child develope 
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awareness is closely bound up with acquinng literacy in contemporary 
culture It IS m learning to read and wnte where language is explicitly 
taught that adults talking to children reflect upon comment on and 
draw attention to language Once again we see the emphasis on the 
importance of spoken language in the development of written 
language Some awareness is seen as a prerequisite for learning to 
read while further awareness results from exposure to literacy we 
learn about language by learning to read and write Literacy 
instruction is of course only one source of awareness and msight into 
language Exposure to another language, for example seems a 
reasonable stimulus to awareness (as documented for example by 
Slobin 1978) As we will see when we return to this when talkmg about 
schoolmg and the hteracy practices assoaated with it awareness is 
tied up with particular ways of teaching hteracy 

For the child who has been immersed m the world of spoken and 
written language learning to read and write and relymg primanly on 
the vmtten word involves a significant reonentation to language 
Treated by itself written language exists m a different modahty one 
which we can regard as being more tangible, unhke speech, writing 
does not disappear as soon as it is uttered but it remains there open to 
mspechon and available for all to see Wntmg provides an exphcit 
analysis of the language into (in English) letters words and sentences 
The child learning to read has to come to terms with language in this 
new modality It is here that awareness has a role the teaching of 
reading and wntmg normally assumes considerable awareness and it 
IS m acquinng hteracy that the learner has to focus on language as an 
object mdependent of the medium of speech Having said this it is 
important not to ovcrdramatize the leap from spoken to written for the 
child As we have shown in this chapter the child is exposed to hteracy 
from an early age Meeting a reading book in the school classroom is 
not such a unique and strange event for many children but there have 
been preparations for it for many years in literacy practices and m oral 
language use 

There has been a considerable amount of research on children s 
gradually developing knowledge of language and its relation to 
learning to read and write There is also work on their knowledge of 
literacy practices with studies showing young children not knowmg if 
their parents can read or not being clear about which part of books 
arc read nor being able ti tell wntmg from drawing or scnbblc All 
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this awareness develops gradually The descriptions tf home 
practices earlier m this chapter and the evidence of research on 
awareness suggests that rather than asking whether children can read 
and write when they enter school we want to ask what children know 
about literacy This is particularly important for non mainstream 
communities where teachers need to take account of the different 
knowledge children from different cultures bring Gujarati speaking 
children from a Mushm community in Britain for example will have 
been exposed to different language and literacy practices from children 
from mainstream culture Children s knowledge of these practices 
needs to be taken account of 

This early awareness of language and literacy is important as 
children try to sort out what sort of social practice literacy is It also 
has a role in their developing thinking Awareness is a crucial aspect of 
the approach to learning of the previous chapter Children s awareness 
of self and of their think ing develops The mind is socially constructed 
this can be seen as children learn to talk about their thought processes 
The remarkable time around four years of age is when having sorted 
out the sounds to get the words and having sorted out some grammar 
to get some structures to convey meanings the child creates 
awareness a sense of identity and begms to refer to him or herself and 
to comment on his or her mental faculties When first uttered these 
utterances recorded from a four year old are stunning statements I 
said it m my brain but I did not say it to you When I say something 
do I say It two times^ 

The idea that mental activity is soaally constructed is important 
when examining the relationship of literacy and thought studying 
children s developing awareness provides further evidence that 
thinkmg cannot be seen as some given activity which hteracy is 
imposed upon Early awareness is what is built upon as children come 
to learn to use different hteracies and to develop cntical awareness of 
literacy Once agam it is not writing which structures thought it is 
social orgamzation which does and writing or rather uses of writmg 
are part of that social oigamzation 
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discussed home literacy practices and children s participation 
there are two directions to pursue First in this chapter I 
examine broader public definitions of literacy used in the 
nd in public debate and then in the next chapter I will turn to 
g and literacy practices at school I will identify two distmct 
■es the skills discourse of learning to read and write and the 
discourse associated with an elite view of hterature These 
common ways of talking about literacy m public discussion 
powerful views they are extremely prevalent and are part of 
lerceptions of reading and writing and what schools ought to 
y are sustained and nourished by various soaal institutions 
ire clashes associated with these views of literacy in public 
Old at all levels of education from imtial reading through to 
rd tr ainin g They suppoit powerful pubhc discourses about 
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The skill of reading 

One of the most powerful metaphors for literacy in public discussions 
of reading and writing is that of literacy as a set of skills It underpins 
the way politicians and the media discuss literacy issues Behind 
discussions and headlines on falling standards the need to improve 
the teaching of reading and the problem of adult literacy, there is 
often the metaphor of skills In this section I want to examine the roots 
of the skills metaphor m methods of teachmg reading m schools and 
discuss the extent to which it can be incorporated into an ecological 
view of hteracy which emphasizes practices 
The idea of skills derives from psychology and its use was originally 
unrelated to language and reading Today the skills metaphor is 
applied to reading and to many forms of learnmg and it fits in well 
with general cultural moves towards measuring and momtonng 
hu m an activities Bnefly when applied to reading it is an auton 
omous view of hteracy that reading is a set of skills which can be 
broken into parts and taught and tested There is an emphasis on the 
mechames of learnmg to read and the method of teachmg is thought of 
as being of paramount importance Learning to read is accomplished 
by breakmg the skill into components starting from the simple and 
gradually building up (In fact the histoncal origin of the meaning of 
the word shll is to separate ) This leads on to the notion of there being 
clear and disaetc stages m learnmg with the separate skills learned m 
a linear order Underlymg this deep down, is the orgamzmg idea of 
there being only one way of learning to read ’ 

As an extreme example of a stage app’tjach to learning, it might be 
thought that there is a fixed order in learnmg mathematics In fact 
this IS only true within any social conception of the subject There is 
not one mathematics rather, any form of mathematics is socially 
constructed New approaches to mathematics, such as teaching base 
systems to young children throw out the adea that there is some 
cognitive demand for a precise ordenng Another example of the social 
basis of these purported ordenngs is the way in which technological 
change affects what needs to be learned Log tables slide rules and 
calculators have affected what children need to learn in mathematics 
and m what order A more significant issue is whether the teachmg of 
mathematics can keep pace and also whether parents and pubhc 
opinion understand the changes 
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There are several ways m which the components of readmg are 
isolated m the skills view of learning Learning to read is seen as 
something mdividuals do and it is primarily an individual accom 

plishment Secondly it is taught as a separate subject which takes two 
or three years and once it has been taught it is finished with It is very 
hard for a child of nine years who has not learned to read to get 
support Also in the traditional view it is assumed readmg and 
reading acquisition do not go on anywhere else except in the 
classroom and that it should not go on anywhere else Schools are 
seen as the natural place for learning to read Until recently it was a 
common view that parents should not be involved m their r.hilri s 
education and that helping a pre school child with readmg and 
writing was harmful While there is some shift m this view, schools are 
still set up to teach children away from families and home hfc 

Another part of this is the idea that the age of five years is the right 
time for beginning to learn to read In Britain and North Amenca, five 
years is seen developmentally (that is psychologically or even 
physiologically) as being the right time for learning to read despite the 
fact that m several other countnes children are not taught to read until 
the age of seven or eight years TTiis approach has been tied in with the 
idea of there being precise physiologically based critical periods m 
children s development which provide the precise window of oppor 
tumty for particular areas of learrang The problems which anse m 
deviating from this idea of a prease age for learmng probably have 
their roots more m the management of the classroom than in literacy 
Such views are questioned by cross cultural comparisons by pre 
school literacy studies, and by ethnographic studies of literacy, 
referred to in earlier chapters The skills approach sets up pre readmg 
as a stage just before readmg and it does not go back far enough It 
sets the prerequisites for successful leammg to read as being m a set of 
cogmtive tasks with httle room for the other factors which we have 
been discussmg here 

It is worth pointmg out the seemingly obvious fact that there are 
theories of how to teach reading there are different methods and there 
is the belief perhaps constructed by the media and publishers that 
choice of method is crucial There are speaal books for leammg to 
read where theones of what is simple are made exphcit on the punted 
page For initial readmg prmt is bigger there is little on each page 
some books break mes with ra ng others do not worry some 
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favour illustrations others avo d then some view simple words as 
be ng words which are frequent in English others sec s mplc words as 
being those with regular spelhng patterns However they have in 
common the idea of starting from the simple and moving gradually to 
the complex In stating that there are special books for learning to read 
I am again statmg the obvious, partly because it is not in fact obvious 
that there should be special books for learning to read Historically 
many people have started with the page of the Bible and have learned 
to read with an everyday book It is salutary to observe that children 
learn to read with all these methods and in fact there are not obvious 
large differences m the effectiveness of the particular methods which 
are currently being disputed The choice of method is probably not 
that important in influencing whether or not most children learn to 
read 

The skills view of reading is closely tied m with the need to assess 
Schools are required to be able to sort grade test and evaluate Apart 
from the workplace this not something we do elsewhere in our 
everyday life in any prease way It has its roots in intelligence testing 
which was mvented to sort children into different streams of schoohng 
and to prepare them for different jobs Testing is always tied in with 
particular methods of mstruction, and methods of testing strongly 
influence what is taught and how it is taught In North Amcnca for 
example there is a grade system for measuring reading which is 
incomprehensible to the outsider — just as other systems presumably 
are incomprehensible to North Americans Reading grades are defined 
in terms of the needs of testmg The only defimtion of grades when one 
gets beyond the earliest grades m terms of external reference is that 
grades refer to what a child in a particular dass is expected to achieve 
In the later grades and probably the earlier ones too the levels are not 
measurmg the narrow view of reading they purport to but the 
practices of schoohng, including vocabulary general knowledge and 
ways of meamng 

I want to leave this here, as I do not want to spend too much time 
CTitiazmg I will return to skills when discussing functional 
approaches in adult htcracy For the moment some comments on the 
relation of a skills approach to a practice account may be of value I 
see a pracbee account as providing a new way of conceptualizing 
literacy one which can be gradually apphed to more and more areas 
as the theory is arbcuLited more evm to areas which may seem 
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chaJJeoging for a social account such as testing, helping children with 
reading difficulties understanding form filling The notion of skills 
seems to belong to the alternative view of literacy which a practice 
account is supplanting, and I have avoided the term so far partly to 
see how far one can go without recourse to these discrete things located 
in individuals Skills is one of those words which inevitably carries 
with It the burden of its past It has its own mtertextual Imks tied up 
with functional approaches to literacy Using skills often suggests you 
can abstract some neutral techmques which people possess located 
somewhere inside the person, which arc the same across all situations 
and which can be added to piecemeal 
However the notion of skills may be useful when examining a 
specific situation One approach may be to see skills as situated within 
practices This goes back to Scnbner and Cole s formulation that skills 
are located within practices and that the practices determine the 
skills It IS worth quoting what they say about the relation of practices 
and skills in detail 


By a pracuce wc mean a recurrent goal directed sequence of activities 
using a particular technology and particular systems of knowledge We 
use the term skills to refer to the co-ordinated sets of actions mvolved 
m applying this knowledge m parUcuIar settings A practice then 
consists of three components technology knowledge and skills We can 
apply this concept to spheres of activity that are predominantly 
conceptual (for example the practice of law) as well as to those that are 
predominantly sensory motor (for example the practice of weaving) 
All practices involve mtcrrelated tasks that share common tools 
knowledge base and skills But we may construe them more or less 
broadly to refer to entire domains of activity around a common object 
(for example law) or to more specific endeavors within such domains 
(cross exammation or legal research) (Scnbner and Cole 1981 p 236) 


Within this approach skills always exist m a soctai context Havm 
accepted skills it may still be that individual skills cannot be identifie 
in a complex task but that they are integrated m an indivisible way 
In Vygotsky s terms reading is part of higher psychological processe 
It is based upon lower order skills but is not necessarily divisible int 
them ® 
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Writer as scribe and as author 

In everyday life wnting is often evaluated m terms of neatness of 
handwriting and correctness of spelling A good wnter is someone who 
IS neat This is a common view in society and I see the source of it as 
being in school s view of literacy To give one example of a woman 
recounting her childhood earlier m the century 

Yes I used to be a good writer at one ume' In them days it was two 
fingers on your pen The teacher would hit you if >ou only had one 
finger on your pen The down stroke had to be thick You had to do it 
properly' 

T his IS one view of what is meant by wnting where the emphasis is on 
the visual appearance of the wnting This view of handwnting of 
course depends on where along the social scale or education scale one 
IS positioned so that highly educated people such as academics and 
doctors can flout the conventions of handwriting at will something 
which has been referred to as the arrogance of cultivated illegibility 
The word wnting has the problem mentioned already that it is 
ambiguous in English, carrymg with it two distinct meanmgs so that 
the question did you wnte tins yourseip is ambiguous It can be asbng 
about the handwriting or it can be asking about the content The 
English word wnte does not distinguish the author from the scribe To 
refer to neatness spellmg and the mechanics of wnting is to 
concentrate on the scnbal aspects of wnting With both reading and 
wnting we see a focus on quite rudimentary aspects of hteracy bemg 
taken as the definition of it aspects which we ourselves would not 
count as adequate m our own lives 

Turrung to the idea of wnting as authonng of thinking about what 
is written this too is seen m a simplistic manner A common view of 
the process of writing is that it involves getting ready made thoughts 
onto paper In this view wnting is a form of translation As we saw 
carher, even at the technical level there is a great deal more to wntmg 
than this With interest m composing and revising there is a move to 
examining the process rather than the product here writing is seen as 
a form of thinking In our data we have a reveahng quotation from a 
woman who left school aged 16 years not being able to read and wnte 
adequately and who returned to study several y later* 
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I didn t realize the difference between being able to read wnte and 
spell and being able to use those other skills to put those three thu^ to 
work — like the study skills thing of knowing two sides of the argument 
of knowing the introduction the middle bit the conclusion - 1 just 
thought that anyone who could read and wnte could just do that 
automatically I didn t realize that was like an additmaal skill as well 
So that came as a shock I thought Oh' because I thought that anyone 
who could read and write must have no difficulty doing anything' 

The clashes with respect to what is meant by writing are very evident 
when wnting is assessed As part of needing to evaluate, schools need 
to mark wnting The temptation to mark only those things which can 
be easily identified such as speUing and neatness, is hard to resist 
When trying to evaluate the content of writing the notion of good 
wnting cannot be pinned down easily There is litdc agreement in 
scoring, whether in school or university partly because essays do not 
have a clear purpose outside of their narrow educational functions of 
acting as forms of assessment However there is no such thmg as 
wnting separate from a reader and a purpose Wntmg can only be 
evaluated m terms of the purposes for which it is intended There is no 
absolute evaluation of -writing the idea of what counts as a good school 
essay for instance is socially constructed and varies from culture to 
culture Even within English speaking countnes with a great deal of 
contact such as Australia Canada the United States and Britain, 
what constitutes a school essay differs in meuiy ways ^ 

In schools and colleges of course there have been moves to develop 
more sophisticated views of wnting and to get beyond the initial stages 
of learning to write Many teachers work with much more complex 
views of wnting One which has not been mentioned so far is the 
process view of writing which focuses on the preparations for writing ~ 
such as planning composing revising - as much as upon the final 
products that is the essays which students produce This is a shift to 
seeing wnting as a process From a teaching point of view and from a 
student s point of view, the understandmg and reflection involved in a 
process approach can help a student improve their wnting terms of 
internalization, vcrbahzing is a reasonable step towards this Intro 
specting on an activity is a step in becommg aware of something and 
awareness is one way in which student writers and others can act to 
change what they do ® 

A process approach is part way towards a practice account of 
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■writing However by focusing pnmanly on processes such an 
approach may ignore contextual factors and still assume that wnting 
IS a mental activity in which thoughts escape from the head on to the 
paper through the hand holding a pen The social setting is ignored or 
denied (see Cooper and Holzman 1989) The way to put wnting into 
its social context is to construe it in terms of practices the composing 
involved in student essays is one set of practices The advance 
represented m the processmg approach is its acceptance that activities 
including composing and ones like note taking which m the past were 
often not even recognized as wnting and which have hardly been 
studied are all writing The advance is to realize that composing 13 
part of wnting to realize that not all writing is neatly polished and 
printed final products However to think that all wnting is like 
composing student essays is a mistake Essays, with their ambiguity of 
purpose are not the only things which get written Writing alsn 
mvolves such activities as editmg and revising ones own and others 
writing note taking fiUmg in forms signing and copymg Lookmg 
back at the sample texts of chapter 4 it is clear that there would have 
been very different practices surrounding the production of each text 


The literary view of literacy 


The onginal meaning of the words literary and hterabire was not tied up 
with meaning the approved fiction of a culture this idea seems to have 
developed only in the past hundred years In fact the words hterate and 
hterary have a common origin m the idea of bemg educated m this 
century they have moved far apart so that literary now means 
something to do with novels, poetry or plays Of course there is a more 
general meaning of the word literature as m knowing the hterature of 
a subject whether it be arts or saence or browsing through some 
travel literature this sense of literate as knowing the literature still 
exists Nevertheless, the words hterary and literature normally have a 
narrower sense and represent a particular theory of hteracy Literacy 
and hterary have grown apart in an almost deliberate distancing of 
elite culture and mass culture ® 

The view of schoo iteracy outUned so far has been concerned with 
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initial reading and wnting Withm schools this exists alongside a quite 
different and probably contradictory view of literacy which children 
are exposed to later on in their school life It is a view of literacy which 
comes from the study of literature and I will refer to it as the literary 
view of literacy Like the other metaphors for literacy it also pervades 
everyday views of reading a-nd wnting it does not necessanly originate 
in schools but it is nourished and supported by the institution of 
schooling The study of English and advanced reading and writing are 
located in the literature class Taking meaning from texts or responding 
to them IS often restricted to literary texts particular genres Book 
literacy is afforded higher status than other forms of print hteracy A 
certain sort of wnting is taught and particular ways of evaluating it are 
offered Again this is a social practice 
A common background for many teachers of hteracy is Enghsh 
literature but there is no necessary reason for reading to be taught by 
experts in literature This is elite literacy where writing is for writers 
At school and college students study and emulate so called great 
wnters In studying literature by developing criticism of hterature 
people are learmng a literacy which is not available to them and which 
is intended as not being available They are taught to be passive 
observers of others greatness, to observe but not to pamapate in 
hterate culture, with creative wnting often a separate and distant 
subject from Enghsh if creative writing exists at all There is 
something speaal about being a water in this view Education finds 
the potential great wnters and the rest of us are failures In this view 
of hteracy a good writer is someone for whom you can recognize then 
individuality from any sentence which they write Novelists are seen as 
inspired, where every word is chosen and cannot be changed This is 
similar to the rehgious view of The Word as immutable and 
unchangeable as it is passed down through history, but it ignores the 
realities of writers composing processes and the way they constantly 
revise their manusenpts 

This view of literacy also contams the notion of a canon of books 
which any cultured person should know that there should be a 
intertextuality and the myth that culture is a small cLuh wilh 
members quipping Shakespearean quotes to each other, this is a 
means of defimng membership and mdudmg some people and 
excluding others This is the idea of cultural literacy mentioned 
alrpaHy tcd With attempts in Bntam to define what every 
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school child should know at particular ages Overall this is an ehtc 
view of culture ’ As an example of this view of wnting the novelist 
Mary Lavin was asked in an interview how she began writing and 
answered I never thought I would wnte I just wrote I took up 
the back of my PhD thesis one day and began to write on it’ (quoted m 
Chamberlain 1988 p 140) As well as the image of turning her back 
on her thesis in order to write creatively there is the very strong view 
of someone who has completed a PhD thesis ~ usually a few hundred 
pages of closely written text - that they have not written anything 
Related to this, I will now turn to a particular world of literacy the 
daily practices of professional writers and look at studies of successful 
professional writers and their everyday practices examining how 
novelists centre their lives around literacy It is important to 
demonstrate that literary practices are just one set of practices 
assoaated with hteracy and that the literary theory of what 
constitutes reading and wnting is just one theory of literacy 


The professional writer 


One aspect of the literary view of hteracy is its notion of who counts as 
a writer The htcrary view of the wnter is quite specific with its own 
set of practices values and nouons of identity It is concerned with 
wnting fiction - novels poems and plays This idea does not mclude 
those mvolved in non literary wnting, such as textbook writers 
technical wnters wnters m advertising agencies journalists and 
speech writers although these people may all live by wnting, nor does 
It include dictionary writers, academics wnting science or social 
science books articles reports and proposals nor student essay 
wnting It may exclude television and film script wnters and wnters 
of popular fiction 

For the moment by writer I mean someone who writes plays, 
novels or poetry and gets them pubhshed These are the people whose 
practices I want to examine Such wnters often talk about the way 
they wnte and there are several books which are collections of 
interviews with wnters ® When first looking through them the strong 
impression is of diversity and idiosyncrasy Patterns are hard to sec 
For every writer who claims to have a regular work pattern there is 
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another who seems most erratic For every writer who swears by drink 
there is one who claims it is impossible to wnte and drink To some 
extent a mythology surrounds wnters which is colluded in by both 
wnter and interviewer It is important to get beyond the mythology 
With drinkmg for example there has been the mythology of the male 
wnter as a hard drinker bnlliant but driven probably selfish sexist 
temperamental William Faulkner Norman Mailer Tennessee Wil 
hams have at times promoted such an image Examimng what a range 
of writers actually say about drinking suggests the opposite Their 
day to day lives are often austere It is dnnking which interferes with 
their wntmg 

Examimng wnters everyday practices seemg what they do and 
how they plan and carry out their wntmg is one sense of practices I 
am startmg with the very practical ways in which people set about 
wntmg the actual ways m which they organize their hves However I 
assume that m fact these activities reflect fundamental approaches to 
wntmg and what it means to people both their own construction of 
themselves and how they are viewed by society - the second sense of 
social practices We see in their literacy practices a mixture of the 
soaal and the psychological constraints and possibilities we can see 
how writers organize their individual abilities strategically structur 
ing time differently and making appropriate use of memory and other 
abilities In trying to make sense of people s day to day rhythms it is 
important not to be looking for just one pattern one set of htcracy 
practices From the evidence of the wnters talking about their hves 
there actually seem to be two common patterns although not everyone 
fits m with them 

Several wnters work regularly starting in the mornmg and working 
for roughly four hours Examples of such people are Edward Albee 
Truman Capote Anme Dillard John Dos Passes, Arthur Koestler, 
Wilham Maxwell Edna O Bncn Mary Sarton, Fran^oise Sagan 
John Updike H G Wells Keith Waterhouse calls the morning 
primetime Anne Bernays speaks for several about the stram of this 
regimen but tinged with guilt It sounds shameful but on my best 
days I wnte only about three or four hours (Winokur 1986, p 81) To 
get started they often have a set of ntuals They have a regular place to 
work with particular ways of writing They hke to be quiet and 
undisturbed 

The rest of the day is often seen as an mcubation period and may be 
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spent on penpberal activities like correspondence or may be taken up 
with activities totally unconnected with the wnting The extremely 
productive popular wnter Barbara Cartland is an example of this 
although as she often points out she is shunned by literary writers 
Every morning she hes on a couch and dictates for several hours to a 
secretary Ionesco also talks of regularly making himself comfortable 
and dictating although he was forced into this as he got older and he 
could no longer write longhand James Thurber says it took him ten 
years to learn how to dictate his writing to a secretary Sidney 
Sheldon author of The Other Side of Midnight dictates for up to four 
hours a day and achieves up to 50 pages a day but reports of not 
knowing anyone else who worked like that 

A few wnters worked longer hours Philip Roth talks of writing eight 
hours a day every day of the year Isaac Asimov of wntmg up to 
eighteen hours a day This gets us to the other group of wnters those 
who have a wntmg binge they are more erratic and when they do 
write they will wnte for hours on end Georges Simenon talks of 
wnting a chapter a day until a novel is finished and then collapsing 
exhausted This approach may be closer to the popular image of 
writers such as Faulkner but firom reading a wide range of interviews 
It stnkes me as bemg less common 
The amount people claim to achieve vanes greatly Several pace 
themselves with a number of pages William Styron writes two and a 
half to three pages a day, longhand on yellow sheets of paper and it 
takes him five hours Thomas Mann was reputed to write a page a day 
throughout the year while Trollope trained himself to turn out forty 
mne pages of manusenpt a week seven pages a day Ernest 
Hemingway ngorously counted the number of words he wrote each 
day and others poked fun at this He could regularly turn out five 
hundred words a day but nevertheless felt good on a day with 320 
words well done Days with 1200 or 2700 words made you happier 
than you could believe (Philhps 1985 p 56) 

When reflectmg on writers hves the Amencan author An nie 
Dillard is very cymeal of the mystique surrounding writers and the 
way in which exceptional anecdotes are taken to represent the 
everyday reality She likens Faulkner writing a novel in six weeks to 
rare feats such as liftmg cars bare-handed or going over the Niagara 
Falls m a barrel She guesses soberly that writers average seventy 
three usable pages a year {see Dillard 1989 pp 12 16) While some 
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wnters claim to wnte every day of the year as when Elizabeth Bowen 
of a need to write something each dav it seems more common for 
wnters to have a time when the> are wnting a book and a time when 
they axe not Raymond Carver and Angus Wilson talk m these terms 
while Ernest Hemingway claims that certain times of the year are 
better for writing a claim softly ridiculed by Anme Dillard 
Much has been wTitten about how wnters go about writing m the 
sense of planning composing and revising Again many different 
approaches can be identified A few wnters such as Georges Simenon 
begin at the first page and write sequentially page by page until they 
get to the end making few additions or changes Angus Wilson talks of 
doing only one draft and correcting as he goes along Others are happy 
to start anywhere and to move backwards and forwards repeatedly 
Joyce Cary talks of wnting the big scenes first and then fitting the rest 
around them While some people, such as Anthony Burgess claim not 
to revise others finish and then have a fixed number of revisions gomg 
through the manusenpt three or four times Each cycle of revisions is 
distinct for Truman Capote, with the third draft being on a very 
special certain kind of yellow paper Others make constant revisions 
John Dos Passes revises six or seven times Mary Lavm makes many 
drafts, Thurber talks of produang up to 15 while Raymond Carver 
refers to having 20 or 30 drafts 

Some researchers have looked for patterns, in terms of what 
different groups of people do or the different strategies which people 
use This has covered not just wnters of fiction but also academics 
and others wnting ^ A simple division can be made into people who 
start at the beginning and work straight through and those who 
sketch out the whole piece and will work anywhere on it gomg back 
and forth between different parts These have been referred to as 
sendtsts and koltsts respectively and many wnters would identify 
themselves as one or the other Several further pairs of categories have 
been suggested such as planners and discoverers and thinkers and doers 
Review ing the many categories researchers have used to classify the 
different strategies which writers use Darnel Chandler (1992 pp 57- 
60) suggests four strategies which he gives memorable names 

The oil painting strategy the typical Discoverer strategy of doing 
nummal pre planning jotting down ideas as they occur and 
reworking the text repeatedly 
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The arcfaiectural strategy which nvolves conscious planning and 
organization with only limited drafting and reviewing 
The bncklaymg strategy polishing each sentence before proceeding 
to the next 

The watercolour strategy an attempt to produce a complete version 
relatively rapidly 

For each of these strategies Chandler identifies writers who use them 
with Kurt Vonnegut and Alberto Moravia using the oil painting 
strategy John Barth using the architectural strategy Tom Robbins 
and Anthony Burgess using the bricklaying strategy and Katherine 
Anne Porter using a watercolour strategy For each strategy there also 
appear to be writers hostile to it Of course many writers utilize more 
than one of these strategies and they may use different strategies for 
different purposes Some of the strategies may be better suited to 
computer word processing than others What is apparent is how 
distinct these approaches are, giving a variety which is not always 
taken account of m the teachmg of writing All people cannot be 
squeezed into any one model of how to wnte 
There is much more which can be said about practices from these 
interviews The source of writers inspiration varies Some draw upon 
the world some upon themselves and some upon other books While 
several keep notebooks others treat them with disdain E M Forster 
never kept a notebook and would have thought it improper to do so 
Neither did Francois Maunac, Dorothy Parker, William Styron 
James Thurber Wilham Maxwell gave up on a notebook and tried 
keepmg file cards instead but found that he never looked at them 
Others have copious notebooks which they draw upon when writing 
Literary vmters do not collaborate Agatha Christie and Evelyn 
Waugh dende collaboration Many find it difficult to share what they 
are doing while they write Mary Stott cannot bear others reading 
what she has written Hemingway s feeling that you lose it if you talk 
about It IS probably fairly common On the other hand Truman 
Capote saw reading his unfinished works to his fnends as an essential 
part of composition 

How wntmg fits mto the rest of their hves is an important part of 
understanding these practices In mterviews many writers give the 
impression of havmg uncluttered days which they can dispose of as 
they please unencumbered by child care domg the shopping or other 
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household duties As others have pointed out men s and women s 
expenence can differ radically in this The people who are mterviewed 
are generally successful writers and are interviewed at the point in 
their hves when they are well known and well off Their practices 
reflect this Usually they are able to write full time, poets are the 
exception to this as it is virtually impossible for them to earn a living 
by writing full time Philip Larkin was a full time librar ian and talks 
about how when he was writing a poem he would work on it for two 
hours every evening a routine like any other In many interviews 
people s social relations remam hidden often there is the sense of the 
individual with no notion of social responsibility or awareness of 
social positioning This may in part reflect the questions being asked of 
vmters It is less marked m the collections of women writers 

All of the interviews have a certain pre computer innocence about 
them with discussions of pens versus typewriters and with writers 
demonstrating how impractical they are by buying a new typewriter 
rather than changing a nbbon Part of the image of the wnter is to be 
mechanically incompetent and impractical There is no talk of the 
jnents of different word processing packages nor of repetitive stram 
mjury This has all changed with the commg of computers This has 
presented the British Uterary ehte with a challenge how to mamtain a 
disdain for technology while enjoying the advantages of the word 
processor and printer There has been a tangible shift in practices 
although there is still a strand of behefthat no good can come from the 
computer and that word processed writing is somehow not as good as 
pen and paper writmg 

I have focused mamly on literary wnters and their practices, partly 
to demystify the hterary view of writing but also because mterviews 
with such wnters are much more common than ones with other people 
who do considerable amounts of wntmg As I have already said there 
have been studies of academics and their writing However there has 
been httle study of other professional writers such as technical wnters 
or journalists nor of the theones of knowledge underlymg professions 
where knowledge is to be found m books rather than m practices In 
addition, the literacy practices of people who wnte extensively m their 
everyday lives have not been studied very much 
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Introduction 


s has beea pointed out already in the earliest definitic 
ord meant ‘educated Today literate is sometimes 
lucated and sometimes a distinction is made between 
» that literate is contrasted with educated or schooled 
iscussion about the importance of literacy m educati 
infusing In contemporary society literacy schoobn| 
re totally intertwined to the extent that successful sch 
leasured in terms of abihties at literacy and level 
ifferent countnes are often measured m terms of the i 
f schooling children have received In many ways 1 
nd wnte is seen as the pomt of education 
However schooling was not the place where this 
teracy started Schooling is not the mam point of 
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schooling IS not the rationale for or the end point of literacy Schooling 
IS part of the picture but literacy is not an end m itself rather in 
eieryday life literacy serves other aims The discussion of practices 
started out from people s everyday uses of hteracy If it had started 
from schoohng we would then have evaluated everything else in terms 
of school literacy Schools are the places associated with the teaching 
and learning of hteracy in our soaety it is very hard to free ourselves 
from their perspective There is a danger in seeing home literacy just 
m terms of school s demands An example of this is that if school is the 
place where reading is taught then everythmg before becomes called 
pre reading If reading gets taught m the classroom as a set of ordered 
skills then home reading also gets defined as a set of skills with a set of 
stages It is because this sort of defimng goes on that it is important to 
examine what goes on in the home before turning to schooling 

In this chapter I want to examine hteracy in the world of education 
having started elsewhere I now want to move on to schools It should 
be possible to get some distance on schools and to see schools as 
strange not as normal In the ecological metaphor where literacy is 
viewed as something embedded m the everyday environment schools 
can be seen as special places for encouraging certain forms of growth 
There are some tempting metaphors school is a glasshouse or 
greenhouse where forang m the hothouse takes place a nursery m 
two senses Both plants and people are tramed It is important to 
emphasize that this chapter is not intended to be exhaustive in its 
coverage of school hteracy Whole books can be and have been written 
about hteracy and schoohng and especially about the tf>arhing of 
readmg and wntmg here the discussion ivill concentrate just on the 
topics which relate to the subject of this book the ecology of literacy 
The plan of the chapter is that firstly I examine what actually goes on 
in schools the everyday hteracy there which children are part of and 
then I look at the hnks between home hteracy and school literacy 
practices The discussion will be contmued in chapter 14 which will 
examme some ways in which schools can take account of an ecological 
approach 

Of course there is not one school view of hteracy and certainly not 
a single view which I want to set up to criticize Schools are located m 
the wider society and reflect its multiplicity of values As a separate 
point, it IS also hard to generalize as there is not one sort of school m 
the world or m a country W'thin any country schools are not 
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homogeneous In Bntmn there nre two systems of cducAtio i s dc by 
side a public state supported system and a pnvate system and the 
former is studied and scrutinized much more than the latter There are 
also hidden parts outside of the formal system such as out of school 
tutors and classes which are hardly ever described Views of literacy 
in schools are tied up with different methods of teaching but even 
where a speafic method of teaching is identified what actually goes on 
in the classroom can vary a great deal Currently in Britain and the 
United States we can observe education and literacy in the pubhc 
arena with opposmg theories of literacy clashmg with each other 
There are opposing definitions of literacy often expressed as different 
methods of teaching Nevertheless schooling everywhere probably has 
somethmg in common and the comments above are all caveats to be 
borne m mind before slipping into generalizations about the ways 
schools work 


What goes on m schools 


What goes on in schools^ This is a different question from what and 
how literacy is taught This is the ecological question what actually 
goes on^ Schools are powerful definition generating institutions m our 
culture for many aspects of life and espeaally m the area of literacy 
School can be seen as an institution in that it is separated from other 
cultural activities School based forms of literacy are only one form of 
literacy There is schooled hteracy and this has become the accepted 
literacy to some extent marginahzmg other hteracies as it pushes mto 
the home and other areas of life (see Street and Street 1991 for 
discussion of this) As an institution school has distinct ways of doing 
things and particularly a set of practices around language use and 
around literacy School consumes a large part of children s lives and 
forms a significant reference pomt for their values and attitudes This 
influence continues into adulthood and is reasserted as these adults 
become parents with children for fejtnilies with children at school the 
school values enter the home School attitudes and values influence 
society generally and it is probably true that the general pubhc view 
of reading and writing is influenced to some extent by schooling and 
mages of what goes on in schoo s 
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For schooling children are taken out of f a 

and are taught in groups by adults School is a particular 
place where only certain people go They certain sorts of do*, ^ 
and carry out certain sorts of activities what itixgu 

done at home or at work for instance Physit^^Y ^iHve dig* 

architecture and the boundanes are usually dearly deniEtrcated 
enter them often one passes a notice at the entrance ^^mounctug. ° 
name of the school its status and ownership authonty of i 
teacher with a list of degrees and maybe other messages i 
school space is divided up so that children are segregated, hy ag^ 
sometimes by abibty and by sex There are separate rooms 
classrooms where up to 30 or 40 children may be gathered tog^*, ^ 
with one adult Time is also divided up feirly strictly People 
on certain days at certam times and they catrv out achvities for pj.^ ^ ^ 
lengths of time, these are often indicated by bdls Typically every'^*^ 
m schools follows the same demarcaPons of Uttie School Ufo 
by shared rhythms there are common and repeated activities f 
classroom that make up the routine of school life for teacher ajicj ^ ® 

Activities arc broken up into subjects which are pursued sep^^i 
times often in different places, wth different teachers tc 

different books Soaally schools are arranged hiemrqhically ^ 
someone in charge and fairly clear statuses for di erent tea^h 
Teachers have more status and power than students and are paid 
there Children have legal obligations to attend PareWs rarely ^ 
schools and usually only at the end of the day when official 
IS over It IS within this framework that children learn about hter^ ^ 

There are all sorts of practices which children learruajj*^ 
schools children are learnmg to conform to be part o arge group^ ^ 
sit still to be regulated by time Schools have their own ground 
what you are allowed to do and what not, including rul^g abom w, 
may talk when to whom and what about These groimd rul^g 
different from those of home and community There are many Way^ j ^ 
which schools sociahze children by the organization of day to^ 
rhythms of schooling language use is a central part of thig 2 

In examining reading and writing it is to remembet that 

schooled hteracy is not the only form of literacy go«^ on m scho^jg 
These are other literaaes which are rendered mvisi le We 
look at actual practices There is a range of htera^ activities 
official and unoPhcial In the classroom there is gra p a^d doo^jj 
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Dimes are carved on desks secret notes arc passed Gluldrcn read 
comics and arculatc illiat matcnal they have their own books and 
magazines brought m from the outside In addition, the visual 
environment of notice-boards classroom displays and signs surround 
children Children have their names on their clothes and lunch boxes 
The young child takes written messages between home and school 
here the child acts as a carrier of messages which mcidentally also 
have to be explamed orally The child observes literacy events which 
are not part of the offiaal teachmg of reading and writing for example 
they may participate in the daily taking of the register and see other 
aspects of school record keeping As children get older they continue 
to do their own reading and wnting both inside and outside of school ^ 

The offiaal teaching withm schools has its own set of practices Just 
as there arc speaal books for learning to read at home so there are 
speaal books used throughout schooling Often these belong m the 
school and are not removed from the classrooms There are often 
many copies of the same book they may not be available m book 
shops They may be lent to children for a length of time the children 
take responsibility for them and keep them in school - parents may 
never see them Sometimes children get their own book sometimes 
they share them Textbooks are a distinct genre, a particular form of 
writing Initially such books are used for learning to read and 
thereafter they are used to learn particular discourses which have been 
compartmentalized as distinct subjects with speaalist teachers Often 
these books have been written by teachers although many of them 
give the impression of not having an author The way they are used is 
speaal m that often they are read m very short sections there is a great 
deal of talk around these texts and their use is strongly mediated by 
the teachers 

Tummg to what children wnte They produce wnting m speaal 
books In Britain these books are often supphed by the school they are 
a certain size of paper different from the paper of personal letters or 
business life Children are often restneted in the sort of wnting 
instrument they may use and the colour of ink which is permitted In 
other countries children buy their own books and different rules apply 
In many countries low quality crayons are used by young children 
learning to wnte Parents are sometimes invited to look at children s 
work for example piles of work may be laid out in classrooms for 
parents to peruse at the end of term or they are sent home m a bundle 
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with the ch Id What happens to the work is not dear often it is taV<Ti 
home but what happens to it theni* 


Talk around texts 

Children are learning schools distinct ways of making meaning in 
Olson s phrase mentioned earlier of learning to confine the interpretation to 
the meamng in the text or as Wertsch puts it learning to deal with text 
based realities (Wertsch 1991) Many of the classroom language 
practices according to which they do this are clearly identifiable As 
part of the rhythms of school life there are common literacy events m 
classrooms times when books are taken out times when they are put 
away There are times for reading times for writing In examining the 
uses of literacy m the dassroom, the first point to madee is that the 
literacy practices are totally bound up with oral language In all sorts 
of literacy events texts are talked about whether they are books 
worksheets student wntmg written tests Much of schoohng can be 
characterized as talk around texts There are common uses of language 
assoaated with these events The language and interactions of the 
classroom have been described m many places It is the spoken 
language which has been analysed mainly but also the spoken and 
wntten together Some of these uses of langu^e have been identified 
as havmg important roles in the acquisition of literacy and are seen as 
crucial for success m mainstream schooling ^ 

Schooling IS about text based meanmgs yet spoken langus^ is of 
great importance One way of emphasizmg this is by describing what 
have been called the two thirds rules which capture the importance 
of speaking and certam sorts of speabng ^ There are three rules that 
m classrooms someone is talking for about two thirds of the time two 
thirds of this is the teacher and two thirds of this teacher talk is 
lecturmg or asking questions Particular forms of language are used in 
classrooms and there is less variety of language use than in other 
settings such as the home The most common type of official talk in 
classrooms consists of routines where the teacher asks something the 
child responds and the teacher then provides some sort of feedback 
or evaluation In other words the teacher introduces the topic and 
the child provides the comment These routines called IRE (imtia 
tion response, evaluation) or IRF (initiation response, feedback) 
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sequences have been widely stud ed nclud ng their role n 1 teracy 
lessons (see the review in Bloome and trrccn 1992} 

In these regulantics of school interaction there are obvious 
similanties with the interactions described m the chapter on home 
literacy activities have much in common with ones we have come 
across already The labelling practices common m child rearing m 
middle class hterate culture of pointing to something and askmg 
what s that when everyone knows the answer is one such practice 
This display of answering such questions is a very common and basic 
language routine m schools Strangely while it is used by adults with 
very young children they gradually do less of it as the children Icam to 
speak and take control of their own lives Schools once again mtroduce 
this form of mediation mto children s lives 

When thmkmg about home language the last chapter concentrated 
on two common language activities which are intertwined with 
literacy labelling and story telling These are two of many language 
activities m mainstream homes and they are also common activities in 
schools Shirley Bnce Heath draws attention to others which play 
important roles m mainstream homes and which feature m schools 
(Heath 1986 also 1985 Wells 1989) Concentrating on the langu^e 
m these activities Heath identifies six genres of language use which 
are common patterns of language use in schools They are genres of 
oral language which provide a way into written language Labelling 
and story telling are two of the genres Another genre is similar to 
labelling This is what Heath refers to as meaning quests This is 
when adults provide or request interpretations of what is said or 
meant The other three genres are extensions of storytelling m that 
they are further types of narrative Firstly there are eventcasts These 
consist of providing a narrative on events currently happemng or m 
the future An example of an eventcast taken from my own data is a 
child saying 

Let s build a den Wc can use those sticks and build it under the tree 
Will you help us^ 


Secondly there are accounts These involve providing mformation which 
IS new to the listener An example of an account would be when a child 
reports what has happened 
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Guess what we did in school^ We re making a circus and these downs 
came and we made up our faces It was great 

Thirdly there are recounts These diifer from accoimts in that they 
involve retelling experiences which are known both to the teller and to 
the hstener The distinction between accounts and recounts may not 
be immediately obvious they differ crucially in the way m which the 
hstener can contnbute An example of a recount is 


D you remember when we saw Haley s Comet We went up to that 
tower and there were lots of people And I was really cold co ming back 
m the car 


Having posited these specific examples of language use it is s till 
important not to evaluate literacy solely in terms of school s practices 
with those of other domains such as homes and communities being 
evaluated only in terms of what they lack We still need to know more 
about how meanmgs are made in different situations both with and 
without the wntten word Two issues I want to discuss about these 
different forms of language are firstly the ways m which they relate tc 
forms of language m the home and, secondly the extent to which 
hteracy events in the classroom can be disentangled from more general 
language events 


From home to school 

Startmg from school based defimtions of literacy leads us in very 
different directions from those taken in the last chapter where wc 
started from young children s knowledge about language and literacy 
even though at first sight the two investigations appear to be covenn^ 
similar ground From their expenence m the home children know 
about the particular language and hteracy practices of their commun 
ity They have emergent theories about what language is about what 
hteracy is and about how to learn It is important to see how thi' 
knowledge is taken up by schools Children fimm mamstream homes 
will know about majiistr ways of mak ng meanmg children from 
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imnonty commentates will know about the ways of mak ng mcanmg of 
their community particular literacy practices may be central to th s 
as with children who know about Koranic literacy or they may not 
Children who do not know mainstream ways of making meaning stiU 
know other ways, but with or without print hteracy the ways different 
cultures make meaning rarely enter into the school when a mmonty 
child enters school Several of the researchers mentioned already cover 
the mismatch between home and school practices (such as Heath 
1983 p 235 and Bissex 1984 p 99) Even if mainstream or middle 
class ways of meanmg arc more in tune with school s ways it is still 
important to be aware of the ways mentioned already, in which home 
and school practices are still very different from each other 
There have been many recent studies attempting to identify what 
are the key elements of home literacy activities in relation to later 
school learning New and ncher Imks are being seen between home 
learning and school learning The six genres of language use described 
above provide one bndge between home language use and school 
practices Having reviewed the research on language use at home and 
at school Heath argues that these six genres are the crucial ones for 
success m hteracy and for success in school in general She then 
examines different minority communities in the Umted States to see 
the extent to which these school valued genres occur She looks at 
Chinese American famihes and Mexican American families and 
Mgues that whatever the language they are m use of these genres by 
the communities is reflected in success in schooling This example of 
speafic uses of language then provides hnks between home and 
school and also between different communities and school practices 
Other researchers (for example, Teale 1984 pp 113-14) have also 
looked at this issue stressmg the importance of home book readmg 
events Wells (1985) reports on a rare longitudmal study where 
certain Home practices and later school achievement were compared 
(It is rare in that it was the same children who were studied at home 
and several years later m school ) He identifies having stones read to 
them as the most important variable hnking the childreii s home and 
school achievement more important than looking at books drawing 
and colounng or writing Again it is worth stressing the impiortance 
of oral language in this literacy event 

In all this discussion there are two quite distinct directions m which 
there can be links between home and school Firstly there is whether 
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school practices are reflected in home practices whether children at 
home are being prepared for school ways of knowing Secondly, there 
IS the question of whether home practices are being acknowledged m 
schools It IS this latter question which is often ignored As part of this 
second question it is also true that home literacy does not cease when 
children enter school literacy does not shift from home to school The 
home environment continues with its own practices around reading 
and writmg (For some children, this presents a conflict of values 
which they have to resolve cither by identifying with school or by 
maintaining home values and not accepting those of the school ) 

To link up more with the chapter on home literacy practices what is 
of interest to schools should be what children know about literacy 
much more than solely whether they can read or not Of course some 
children enter school being able to read and write Part of the interest 
by schools in what happens in the first five years of life has come from 
an mterest m these early readers children who learn to read before 
going to school It has been found that a significant number of children 
turn up at school being able to read the very job which schools devote 
so much energy to How is it that children across a broad range of 
abihty and soaal class can learn to read apparently effortlessly and 
with no formal teaching^ 

The idea of early reading has been well documented discussed and 
promoted (c g Clark 1976 1984 Soderbergh 1977) Margaret Clark 
for instance studied 32 children who could read when they entered 
school She tried to find what these 32 children had in common She 
ruled out intelligence or social class, and stated that the mam thing the 
children had in common was a desire to read and strong oral 
involvement of the parents The parents were often keen readers and 
partiapated m a range of literacy practices which the children became 
involved in Other researchers studied children who were learning to 
read as they learned to speak includic^ a child who learned to read 
some letters before beginning to speak ® There are now several books 
on helping children learn to read at home This is part of a general 
shift in mainstream perception firom seeing parents involvement in 
children s literacy as a bad thing to seeing it as benefiaal making 
articles for parents such as Bettleheun s The danger of teaching your 
child to read (1966) seem quamt today Nevertheless Clark and 
others have pointed out the problems schools have had m c»pmg with 
children who could read on arrival at school (Clark 1984 p 127) 
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Literacy as language 

So far I have tried to focus on print literacy and not extend it to 
include aspects of orality However several people within schooling 
have questioned whether it is possible to distinguish literacy events 
from other events They have found the need to expand definitions of 
hteracy to include other aspects of language and have done so in 
several directions Dealing with learning in the classroom it is very 
clear that events involving literacy are not neatly divided off from, 
those which do not involve literacy and in many events where the 
purpose IS learnmg about literacy there may be no text present For 
example m infant classrooms children might go on a walk looking at 
buildmgs or spend the morning cooking partly in order to write about 
their expenences later It is not dear where the hteracy event begms 
and ends in work we have earned out at Lancaster working with 
bilingual children in classrooms we tned distinguishing literacy events 
where a text is present from hteracy-relaied events where the interaction 
did not revolve around a text However this division did not hold up 
as the boundaries of what counts as a literacy event were never clear 
Activities structured hke these examples are precursors of common 
patterns throughout school such as a discussion which comes before 
an essay or carrymg out an expenment which later has to be wntten 
up However there is probably no reason to regard the essay as more 
important for learning than the discussion or the write up as more 
important than the experiment Throughout schooling there is no 
dear division between literacy and literacy related and once again 
oral and literate are totally intertwined in Western schooling 
Crucially texts are produced by talk 

Another point which makes the idea of hteracy events difficult is 
that learning new forms of spoken language is going on m schools and 
mastermg these may be equally part of becoming literate For 
mstance concentratmg on one aspect of hteracy, Gordon Wells has 
defined hterate to include 

all those uses of language in which its symbolic potential is deliberately 

exploited as a tool for thinking (Wells 1989 p 252) 


The other area where the idea of literacy has been expanded mto 
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other med a with notions mentioned already of film literacy or 
television literacy Not focusing on education Michael Cole and Helen 
Keyssar, for example, have a definition of literacy which is to be able 
to interpret any mode of communication ^ This of course would 
include speech 

As a different way of solving the problem and to get away from just 
events involving print David Bloome and his colleagues talk in terms 
of language events ® It is hard to exclude any activity m contempor 
ary soaety involving language from being a literacy event Outside 
schooling the distmction is also blurred and again the idea of literacy 
events is not without problems Firsdy it is difficult to find a 
communicative activity where literacy does not have a role its role 
varies and sometimes is central such as reading a bedtime story to a 
child but it can have a background role and may not even be present - 
for example in listening to the news being read on the radio using a 
tool which IS dependent on the written word for its manufacture or for 
understanding the mstructions 

In conclusion there are many reasons especially in education for 
grouping together written discourses and complex spoken discourses 
to the extent that some would argue as James Gee does, that it is 
pedantic to distinguish discourses which mvolve prmt from those 
which do not He develops the idea of literacy as bang one of several 
secondary discourses ^ Nevertheless as 1 hope this book has made 
clear it is often useful to focus just on pnnt media The definition of 
literate rniphed in these discussions is similar to the one used m chapter 
2 to do with confidence in the medium To be hterate is to be 
confident in the literacy practices one partiapates in This is the 
definition implied in much British adult literacy work Also it is 
similar to the definition used by Jennmgs and Purves when they refer 
to literacy as the state of being comfortable mside a sign sharing 
commumty This definition works with extended meanmgs of literate 
as well Being hterate m computer bteraiy telemston litera/y or political 
literacj means being confident m the area and is similar to the meaning 
of hterate when applied to reading and writmg One of the things 
schools can do is support children in their developing literaaes 
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Introduction 

this chapter we turn to the area of adult and literacy to issues 
und the topic of teaching adults to read and write This is a concern 
h in developing countnes such as Nicaragua and Nepal where 
icational systems are still being created and also m mdustnalized 
intnes hke Bntam and Canada, where there has been over a 
tury of compulsory schooln^ The aim of the chapter is to give a 
f overview of the world of adult hteracy and to examine the 
nmant metaphors used here, especially those that create the 
course around the concept of function^ literacy I will discuss 
=matives to this approach and I hope to show how an ecological 
w of literacy can contribute to discussions of adult literacy This 
1 include examining some of the strategies which adults with 
iblems of reading and wnting use in their everyday lives One of the 
ist important questions concerning literacy m y countnes 
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relates to the choice of language and hteracy in a language is 
connected in a complicated way with the health and survival of 
languages This will be discussed later in the chapter I want to 
juxtapose these two sections which may at first seem to be addressing 
different issues However there are connections discussing issues 
about literacy and disappearing languages raises fundamental 
questions about the purposes of adult literacy work 

This discussion of adults throughout the world and their learning of 
reading and writing can draw on what has been said so far m the 
earlier chapters From the discussion of language for instance 
understanding that there are different literacies and that there are 
systematic restrictions on language use can be important for adult 
literacy Similarly there are implications of realizing that texts can be 
read m different ways To make a set of connections with another area 
if we are considermg the state of hteracy throughout the world today 
many of the conclusions on histoncal development are relevant The 
study of history demonstrates that different hteracies are bound up 
with different scnpts and that they have spread by a combmation of 
trade migration and colonization that many developing countnes 
have long histones of literacy and that there are other institutions 
associated with learning besides schools, and many mformal ways of 
learning to read and write 

Since this chapter follows on from two chapters on children s 
learning and on schoohng it is worth pointing out the connections and 
the differences While it is important to see the links between adults 
and children at the same time it is fruitful to point out the ways in 
which adult learning is a distmct topic Although some countnes have 
long traditions of adult education, like the Scandinavian countries 
most countnes do not When problems of adult literacy are identified 
in a country the usual reaction is to turn to child education for 
inspiration Both educators and learners conspire m this Educators 
turn first to primary school teachers and books Meanwhile, learners 
come with expectations and images from childhood education The 
idea of learning to read has such strong associations with children 
textbooks classrooms schools and teachers, that it is so easy to take 
this as the default, to see it as completely natural 

When thinking of adults each one of these associations can and 
should be challenged (and in fact many of the assumptions can be 
challenged for children si ng as well Just as schooling perpetu 
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ates the idea ti at learning to read is complete after two or three years 
at school it also has the idea that education is complete and finished 
ten years later Schoohng often has no room for adult learning 

Fortunately there are approaches to learning which start from 
adults and which do not rely on children A social approach to literacy 
underhnes some of the differences between adults and children adults 
have a range of ways of learnmg acquired in everyday life they have 
their own experiences of culture and they have their own needs and 
purposes for learning An exciting aspect of teaching adults is that 
because adult education is often outside of the traditional educational 
system it is possible to be innovative Adult education can be margin 
alized or it can be a vibrant area of education in its own right It can 
have methods which take the embeddedness of literacy in everyday life 
for granted 

Thinking of all the different forms of adult literacy work going on in 
the world is very difficult It may be useful to group contemporary 
adult bteracy mto three areas, there are three sorts of hteracy 
campaigns of the twentieth century which I wiU refer to as religious 
political and developmental As an example of the first sort, American 
Protestant missionary groups have often had literacy as a high pnonty 
m spreading the word — teachmg people to read has been an integral 
part of the tmssionary work One such missionary Frank Laubach 
now has his name associated with a particular method of teachmg 
literacy used world wide and an associated slogan of each one teach 
one (the idea bemg that each person who learns can then teach 
someone else) Another strand is associated with the Summer Institute 
of Linguistics the missionary wing of the Wycliffe Bible Translators 
based in the United States They operate by carrying out the linguistic 
work necessary in order to translate the bible into previously 
unwritten languages and they are active m many parts of the world 
The impact of these groups in terms of teachmg people to read and 
write does not appear to have been evaluated hut the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics has certamiy been responsible for a significant 
amount of the recent linguistic analysis of unwritten languages The 
organi2ation has also been the centre of controversy in several parts of 
the world ^ It has often been entunzed for failing to respect other 
cultures As pointed out earlier throughout history maps of the spread 
of different literacies have reflected patterns of political and religious 
do tion This is no css true today 
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I call the second group of campaigns political to draw attention to 
the fact that typically thev have been initiated by the government of a 
country as part of a whole programme of social reform These are mass 
literacy campaigns which have been held in places such as the Soviet 
Union Tanzania Cuba and Nicaragua They have reported spectacu 
lar results m terms of the numbers of people learning a basic level of 
reading and writing In Nicaragua for example a literacy campaign 
was announced immediately after the revolution m 1980 the whole of 
the country s resources were devoted to it for a year «ind the number 
of people in the country who could not read and wnte was reduced 
from 52% to 12% These campaigns are important because they have 
had a high public profile and have been successful Mass campaigns 
suggest many lessons an important one in ecological terms being that 
htcracy works when it is part of broader changes m society which have 
general pubUc support They have also drawn attention to problems 
which later campaigns have had to pay attention to such as the 
possibility of forgettmg how to read if it is not mamtamed and the 
need for post hteracy support to sustain it * 

I refer to the third group of campaigns as ‘developmental in that 
they have had as their primary aim the economic development of 
countries and have been initiated by mternational development 
agencies such as Unesco and The World Bank Fundamental to their 
approach has been the idea that leammg to read and wnte is 
influential even causative in the economic development of a country 
These organizations represent where most of the money on hteracy is 
being spent and where most of the discussion about hteracy takes 
place but as we shall sec they have not been particularly successful 
It IS the ideas about hteracy which underlie this mternationai effort 
which I want to examine further this discussion will centre on the 
concept of functional literacy 

Before getting on to this it is worth emphasizing that this groupmg 
of literacy campaigns into religious political and developtncntai is 
fairly rough as there is considerable overlap and not all literacy work 
IS encompassed by it Certainly there are religious missionary 
orgamzations whose aims are similar to those of devdopment 
agenaes and there has usually been external aid money supportmg 
the pohtical literacy campaigns In addition, the developmental 
campaigns are intrinsically pohtical m terms of international relations 
Nevertheless I feel the three groups difier n their prune motivation 
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Alongs dc these campaigns there has been cons derable other work 
which does not fit into these categones Often it is small scale outside 
the formal educational system and rooted in the community This 
grassroots literacy work includes the original programme in Brazil 
assoaated with Paulo Freire and has been the source of some of the 
most innovative work in countries like Britain Canada and the United 
States 


Functional literacy 


Unesco the United Nations Educational Saentific and Cultural 
Organization, was established after the Second World War along 
with a range of agencies concerned with world development From the 
beginning Unesco gave high pnonty to literacy programmes Early 
hteracy programmes were based on the assumption of a strong 
causative link between hteracy and social development It was claimed 
that literacy via the attitudes and cogmtive skills that it fosters in 
individuals promoted economic development and prosperity m 
society ui general Literacy therefore became an essential first step in 
the attempt to develop underdeveloped countries The aim was to 
ehmmate poverty disease and so-called traditional but unproductive 
forms of social organization As a result of this philosophy literacy 
education has been one of the mam planks of Unesco s modernization 
policies smee the 1950s Those who support the idea of a causal link 
between literacy and development have gone as far as quoting a figure 
a 40 per cent literacy rate, as being the level of hteracy needed in a 
society for economic take-ofiF (sec Anderson 1966) Of course there has 
always been some criticism of this but the idea of literacy being an 
essential catalyst for development has undcrlam most literacy 
programmes throughout the period and the idea still exists in vanous 
guises Since the Second World War literacy work has passed through 
several different phases m the eyes of mtemational agencies the work 
has always connected with establishing a new world order and with 
the role of developing countries withm this 
The literacy which development agencies have been promotmg has 
been functional hteracy The idea of functional hteracy is desenbed in 
Gray s landmark book Tfu Temhmg of reading and wntmg published by 
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Uncsonn 1956 It is ntereshr g looking back at a book wntten around 
40 years ago Examining it today much of the book now seems very 
outdated for instance the research base the book draws on and the 
theories underlying its teaching proposals dwell at length on eye 
movements and do not get far beyond word recognition in their view of 
what IS involved in reading 

However alongside this much of the rhetoric about the importance 
of literacy for everyday life does not seem outdated The book is 
important m its acceptance of the soaal basis of htcracy and m 
drawing attention to the need to make literacy appropriate to its 
cultural setting Gray s definition of functional literacy states that 
someone is functionally literate if they are able to engage effectively in 
all those activities m which literacy is normally assumed in [their] 
culture or group (1956 p 24) This widely quoted definition 
obviously begs many questions but it is important m making central 
the idea that literacy is a relative matter relative to a particular 
society or group Potentially this definition is also a step forward firom 
seeing literacy in terms of fixed minimum standards 

In practical terms despite the above defimtion functional literacy 
has often meant teaching literacy as a set of skills thought to be 
universal and applicable anywhere with the idea of there being one 
literacy which everyone should learn in the same way In prmciple the 
notion of functional literacy takes a useful first step forward in going 
beyond a fixed set of skills It docs this by taking account of the fact 
that the demands of particular situations are different and that being 
literate is a relative matter rdative to the contexts m which it is used 
In reality lookmg back with hindsight at the basis of half a century s 
literacy work we can see a great gulf m terms of definitions between 
the general statements on value and the teaching methods suggested 
As a consequence of this gulf, understanding the relative nature of 
literacy has not in fact been translated into the actual practice of 
literacy teaching 

Moreover there are sever<il hmitations in the functional approach 
to literacy Firstly, it is not obvious what the functions of literacy in a 
particular situation arc If they are taken for granted and if it is 
assumed that functions are the same throughout the world as it often 
IS then no step forward has been made There is no general agreement 
on this and no obvious way of ascertaining functions generally 
people s own needs arc not ascertained The question has to be posed 
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in any concrete situation whost fiinctionh are being considered^ In a 
particular situation it may be true that we can begin to list uses of 
literacy as has been done in the previous chapters However uses of 
literacy are very much tied to situations and there is no limit to the 
number of different situations where literacy is used 

Secondly there is always the need to go beyond current functions 
and on to the possibilities which hteracy can offer Functional literacy 
provides no way of doing this Beginmng with people s needs is of 
course important In adult literacy teaching m Bntam starting from 
people s stated needs has in fact been a central part of good literacy 
practice But people s perceived needs can only ever be a starting 
point What is important m literacy education as m all education, is 
going beyond this and encountering new uses new possibilities 
Functional literacy alone does not allow this, it is limiting 

In practice the notion of functional hteracy m Unesco campaigns 
has always been closely tied to employment and has been related to 
economic development ^ Literacy has been treated as a vanable 
which IS measurable and then related to other variables of develop 
ment such as economic development and modernity The idea has 
been that resources are put mto literacy and this then aids 
development It has been seen as something external which is brought 
mto a society In Unesco campaigns and in industnalized countries 
unfortunately functional literacy is assoaated with imposing hteracy 
on others, rather than starting Srom people s own perceptions of their 
needs 

Lastly It is important to realize that literacy programmes based on 
this approach have not in fact been very successful even in their own 
terms Unesco has evaluated its own programmes and found them 
lackmg^ The evaluation of the Expenmental World Literacy Pro 
gramme of the 1960s carried out by Unesco for example is an 
indictment of functional hteracy programmes and the critiasms are 
made more powerful by the fact that they are made by an organization 
cntiquing its own activities (Unesco 1976) 

There are alternatives to tihese approaches Not all literacy work 
starts from the top and is orchestrated by international organizations 
There have always been powerful grassroots approaches throughout 
the world The work of Paulo Freire has been influential in developing 
countries where g roots approaches have often used his methods 
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and some national 1 teracy campa gns such as the Nicaraguan 
campaign have contained elements of his work 

Since the Unesco programmes of the 1960s there have been further 
programmes and further meetings and declarations One significant 
international conference was held at Jomtien Thailand as part of 
activities for International Literacy Year in 1990 The participants of 
the Jomtien conference openly acknowledged the failure of the 1980s in 
terms of literacy work throughout the world and called for a decade of 
action up to the year 2000 to reverse this trend The World Bank was 
accepted as the largest provider of funds for literacy work and their 
approach to literacy is likely to be dominant In the proceedings of the 
conference and m the earlier declarations Paulo Freire s philosophy 
has a high profile We even find m the proceedings of the Jomtien 
conference that the World Bank quotes him approvingly Alongside 
this they are promoting functional literacy pre^rammes closely tied to 
work In the 1990s Unesco still publishes books aiming to overcome 
the scourge of illiteracy In my view in such statements international 
bodies are trying to incorporate new approaches while sUll keeping 
hold of the functional approach It is one of several axea^ m the study 
of literacy where I see attempts to fit new ideas into the creaking 
framework of outworn theories which cannot take the strain Unesco 
and other international agencies still need to reassess the ideas and 
theories underlying their aims and methods 
This gulf between rhetonc and reality (to use a phrase common m 
adult education) is still there today If we examine the proceedings of 
the Jomtien conference in 1 990 it is apparent that there are several 
philosophies alongside each other Contributors provide different 
analyses of the literacy situation and there are different practical 
proposals for change There is the gulf between the hberal aims of 
emanapation and the practical programmes which are funded The 
idea of conflicting definitions of literacy underlying the various 
statements helps us see more dearly what is going on There are still 
desires to eradicate illiteracy by the year 2000 alongside rhetonc 
about the need to understand the role of literacy m social develop 
ment From the grassroots there is often clear and articulate 
understandmg of the issues what gets earned out by governments and 
international agencies are often functional literacy programmes, 
imposed and often not particularly effective 
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Industrialized countries 


All the mdustriabzed countries of the world have established systems 
of universal compulsory education over the past 1 20 years They have 
done this gradually by mcreasmg provision extending legal require 
ments and enforcmg these requirements Although official statistics 
may hide the reality of attendance levels all industrialized countries 
now claim that at least 95 per cent of their children enrol in school 
and every country now provides at least nine years of compulsory 
schooling for children (see Uncsco 1990) 

The ways in which provision has been made for adults to learn to 
read and write has varied from country to country During this 
century in Eastern Europe and the USSR for example there has been 
an emphasis on adult literacy alongside the development of schoohng 
with concerted short term campaigns The assumption has been one 
common in developing countries that universal schoohng eventually 
solves problems of literacy Adult basic education m these countries 
has been seen largely as a temporary way of speeding up the process of 
establishing an educational system Some other countnes including 
much of Western Europe and North America did not develop adult 
hteracy m this way and provision has mostly been piecemeal and 
marginal, while a few countnes, such as the Scandinavian countnes 
have developed coherent systems of adult education 

Adult literacy provision in most of Western Europe and North 
Amenca has come about as people have realized that despite well 
established systems of schoolmg all is not well There has been a 
gradual recognition that the achievement of offiaal universal school 
ing does not mean that hteracy can be taken for granted it has been 
observed that most people attain some competence m reading and to 
a lesser extent writing from attending school However there is a 
sense m which they are not fully hterate Many people leave school not 
feeling in control of the wntten communication they need in their day 
to day adult hves Pohticians employers and educators express 
concern about people s reading and writing abihties Respondmg to 
this realization m the early 1970s some countries including the 
United States and Bntmn launched small scale national campaigns 
aimed to last a year or two 

Official recognition that the state school system of a country has not 



197 


AaiUts and t^orld Literaty 

solved d tr culties with 1 tcracy s often reluctai t and t may come after 
pressure iroin ca npaign ng commuiuty groups Debate around the 
issue can be full of accusation shock disbelief and daims of falling 
standards It is often centred around competing views of teaebng 
methods and the way education should be organized This attitude 
generates an atmosphere of crisis and short term measures are 
designed to solve it In the 1980s despite the reluctance to accept 
problems with the schooling system more and more countries came to 
accept the issue International bodies have become involved so that 
the European Community for example laid out measures to combat 
illiteracy m June 1984 and called for action among member states In 
1990 International Literacy Year there was activity of some sort m 
most mdustnahzed counti^ies 

The problem in industrialized countnes then has only recently 
been recognized or constructed The notion of the illiterate in a literate 
world is relatively recent Even talkmg of a problem , as if it can be 
tackled and solved is part of the metaphor The metaphors for literacy 
as a disease a crisis and a problem discussed in the first two chapters 
are widespread in the media and m public images of literacy 

As with developing countries a wide variety and methods have been 
assoaated with literacy programmes m mdustnalized countries 
Nevertheless in several places there has been a coherent and consistent 
approach the way it developed in Britain in the 1970s for example 
can be seen as a distinct philosophy The aim was to respond to 
people s expressed needs to work individually or in small groups to 
have flexible provision At the same time there was until recendy a 
consaous attempt to avoid external evaluation and assessment and to 
shun professionalism There have been methods and materials which 
emphasize learner cxintrol and which make bnks with everyday hfe 
concerns In developing a distinct approach adult hteracy has kept a 
distance from the formal educational provision of schools 

In mdustnahzed countries some of these initiatives are government 
funded and others more community based There are obvious links 
with Freire s approach which is sometimes made exphat but m 
Britain usually is not An example of the distinctness of the approach 
IS the work on wnting Often there is an emphasis on the active process 
of writing as contrasted with reading which is seen as more passive 
Wnting here means not just the physical act of wnting or even the 
process of It, but something much broader which can include the 
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production and pnntinp of books ma^annes and newsletters This 
relates to the diiFerent meanings of being a writer discussed in an 
earlier chapter In adult literacy classes someone can be a writer m the 
sense of author even if they have difficulties with the physical act of 
writing the technical problems of writing are overcome by one person 
being the scribe for another The student wntmg movement in Bntish 
adult literacy has led to a great deal of mnovative publishing and has 
given a voice to writers who otherwise would have none However 
these approaches have come under attack more recently with changes 
in funding and moves towards more centrally controlled courses 

A new wave of adult literacy provision has become more dominant 
since the late 1980s and it is in many ways closer to the functional 
literacy of developing countries It is more often tied to narrow 
vocational ends and as a result of funding it is often more controlled 
by national and mtemational agencies In Bntam for example much 
funding has moved from the education end of the government to the 
employment end In the Umted States the Busmess Council for 
Effective Literacy is very active m promoting literacy In itself this is 
reasonable and it is very encouraging if governments and employers 
are becoming more interested in educational provision but m terms of 
methods and approaches it can conflict with the community based 
provision outlined above and can pose a genuine threat to it 
Ultimately, conflicting definitions of literacy underlie these different 
approaches 

The European Community has become active m the area of adult 
literacy m response to changes m technologies and m employment 
patterns and m order to harmonize the countries of the European 
Community It is very clear that it is promoting functional literacy 
and that it is doing this in order to improve employability The term 
functional literacy has been chosen deliberately in an attempt to 
describe the distinct literacy problems of industnahzed countries The 
notion of basic literacy is used for the initial learning of reading and 
writmg which adults who have never been to school need to go 
through The term Junctvmal ItUraiy is kept for the level of reading and 
wntmg which adults are thought to need m modem complex society 
Use of the term underlines the idea that although people may have 
basic levels of htcracy they need a different level to operate m their 
day to day lives However there are still two different senses which 
arc being confused the term floats between m g on the one hand 
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gome minimal competence thought neccssajy for everyday life and on 
the other hand quite specific and sophisticated abilities such as usin g 
computer based technologies I am concerned that a failed concept 
has been borrowed from work m developing countnes With 
industnalized countnes throughout the world now taking an mterest 
in questions of adult levels of literacy it is important for them to learn 
from what has h ippened in developing countries and not to ignore 
their wealth of experience Crucially it is important for them not to 
copy indiscriminately philosophies and methods which have faded 
When talking about people m industnahzed countnes with 
problems of reading or writing it is important to stress that they are 
ordinary people Despite some media images they are not strange 
dysfunctional outsiders The evidence from all sorts of studies is that 
for the large part they are ordinary people who lead ordinary lives and 
who function normally in soaety They are also a very mixed group 
with different reasons for identifying problems with reading and 
wntmg in their everyday lives The causes are many and varied 
Literacy is clearly linked with poverty and social disadvantage of 
various sorts and even m the nchest of industnahzed countnes there 
are still pockets of underdevelopment where people have only very 
fragmentary exposure to education Some causes are rooted m cultural 
and social background Others can be more directly related to 
schooling such as large classes lack of remedial help children 
dropping out For some people there are individual factors which have 
affected their learning, such as special learning needs due to disability 
differences in the pace of learning missing school for health reasons I 
want to turn now to discussing the experience of having problems with 
reading and wntmg in modem life 


Not literate m a literate world 


It IS now accepted that many adults m all soaeties have some 
problems with reading and writing Surveys m Canada, the Umted 
States, Australia and Britam using very different methodologies all 
point in the same direction that very roughly one in ten adults 
experience literacy problems in their everyday lives with wntmg 
problems bemg the most cxtmmon How does someone with htcracy 
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problems fit nto contemporary soacty^ There s a con mon mage of 
the loner the outsider having to cover up hide and compensate for a 
secret disability The person is a failure someone who has to leam to 
cope with a problem The image is of a seemingly ordinary person who 
constantly has to make excuses - carrying around an empty glasses 
case and claiming to have forgotten their spectacles or the constantly 
bandaged writing hand These images are powerful and they have 
been important in the British literacy campaign for example m 
gaimng general acceptance of the idea that it is ordinary people who 
have literacy problems and who might enrol m adult literacy 
programmes 

This last pomt needs reinforang those with literacy problems are 
usually ordinary people who hold down jobs, have families particiji* 
ate m society pursue hobbies and crucially often do not see 
themselves as dependent or needmg assistance They have a variety of 
strategies for dealing with the written word They do not necessarily 
see themselves as having problems nor do they view themselves as 
outsiders or other They often do not identify with the media images 
they see around them when adults with hteracy problems are 
portrayed There is a definite tension between the views of people with 
low levels of literacy and the media images literate soaety transmits 
about them The media image of The town that can t spell [Body 
Mail February 1987) for example is unlikely to be recognized by its 
inhabitants Further although some adults go to literacy classes most 
adults would not think of doing so those who do go to classes do not 
necessarily identify with the image of basic education student 

A small study by Hannah Arlene Fingeret (1983) in a city in the 
north eastern United States emphasizes these points She spent a year 
talking to and following around 4-3 adults She refers to them as 
lUiterate but diey are more accurately described as having low levels 
of hteracy She builds up a picture of their social life descnbing it m 
terms of social networks Most of the people she studied did not sec 
themselves as dependent simply because they had some problems 
reading and wntir^, rather they were part of rich social networks 
where they were treated as equals and where there was considerable 
mutual exchange of skills These networks were based on relations 
neighbours, work colleagues and long term friends Skills and 
resources were exchanged and it was seen as unnecessary for everyone 
to develop every skill personally These networks axe no difierent ftnm 
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any soaal networks p{*_pie may be part of where people mi^t look 
aftcT- each other s children do shopping for sonnieone else or provide 
gardening advice Someone is known for fixing cars someone else for 
good haircuts a third person might help you figure out your 
problems Being able to fill in forms or understand the letter from the 
bank is another of these exchangeable skills which are the fabric of 
social hfe 

Fingeret shows the different ways people with hteracy problems 
participated in these networks Some people lived m a very literate 
cosmopolitan world while others lived more local lives alongside 
several people who could not read or wnte very well People m the 
latter group were treated as equals in their networks and were 
accepted for wliat they could do hey were interdependent and swapped 
skills - to the extent that for some the ability to fix things was a 
scarcer resource and was valued more than the ability to read and 
write It IS when these networks change or break down that people 
may identify problems in dealing with the written word 

In her study Fingeret describes only a very small number of the 
people she studied as dependent rather than interdependent These 
people had a very basic asymmetry in their hves and needed to be 
supported without obviously giving anything back in return She 
emphasizes that in these three cases it was not literacy itself which 
made them dependent although it was a part of the dependence 
Literacy contributed but was not the cause We saw the same picture 
m our study of Lancaster England that there were a small number of 
people where hteracy was one of several problems such as extreme 
poverty or physical handicap It was the combination of problems 
which made people dependent National surveys have also come to 
similar conclusion While not wantmg to play down the problems and 
disadvantages associated with hteracy difficulties in a highly literate 
soaety such studies are obviously important when considering the 
images which literacy programmes can project In pushing for a high 
public profile for hteracy issues there is a fine line between drawing 
attention to a neglected and under resourced area of education and 
creating a public image which stigmatizes people with difficulties 

Since these networks exist problems with reading and wntmg do 
not arise, people have networks of support which help them avoid 
problems The relative nature of difficulties needs to be stressed As I 
have said elsewhere 
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People do not need to dcntify 1 tcraey problems in order to get a fnend 
to help understand a tax form or to have the ra Iway offiaal write out 
some tram tunes We all do this and there are particular people used for 
support who we can regard as brokers for literacy activities It may be a 
neighbour or friend who deals with figures or fills in the forms It may 
be institutionalized the railway officials who look up tram times the 
travel agents who fill m holiday forms for customers (Barton 1991 p 9) 

Looked at this way literacy ceases to be an individual affair rather, 
the resources available to a community become important Of course 
not all social relations involve networks of support being interviewed 
to claim unemployment benefit and filling in the associated forms for 
example involves people in quite different networks and can present 
people with new hteracy challenges (see Hamilton and Davies 1990) 
It IS also true that soaal networks may be more apparent in a small 
town community Nevertheless they exist in quite different situations 
and James Jennings for mstance gives an example of quite different 
networks of support m a commumty m Bangladesh (1990 p 41) 

In our study in Lancaster as m Fmgeret s study, there were various 
ways in which people with problems got by in their lives They might 
be skilled at decodmg particular formats such as forms which were 
regul3Lrly encountered or at finding the information they wanted from 
a complex document Again we all do this Reading as getting a 
meamng from a text which we do not fully imdenstand is a common 
situation for everyone and was described earlier when discussmg what 
IS meant by readmg it happens when reading instructions for using a 
video recorder a tram timetable the small print of an insurance 
pohey or even James Joyce s Ulysses or Michael Halliday s Language as 
a Social Semwttc In our study adults with difficulties also placed greater 
reliance on other media such as television and tape recorders where 
this was possible and on oral networks When they needed help 
people would choose appropriate readers for specific tasks a next door 
neighbour might help with an official form while someone might cross 
the aty to ask a relative to read a personal letter Wnting difficulties 
hmdered people but m our study they did not stop people from 
keeping dianes wntmg accounts of their lives and doing other 
personal wnting 

A parallel to the difficulties people encounter with readmg and 
writing IS not knowing a language in a country or, as is often the case 
not knowing it very well The strategies employed by people m the two 
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situations may have n uch m common whether they be a 1 ohday 
maker or an immigrant Monolmgualism s the new illiteracy In fact, 
the two issues of knowing a language and knowing a literacy often 
merge in that it is frequently the written language which a person is 
trying to understand ^ 


Language issues in adult hteracy 


Turning to a related issue as we saw in the chapters on language and 
history that most countnes use several languages different languages 
have different statuses, only some languages have written forms and 
the infrastructure of literacy is only available m some languages 
Consequently difficult choices have to be made when selecting the 
language of offiaal hfe and of education These are choices which have 
to be made everywhere m Malaysia Namibia Wales, Australia - all 
very different contexts with very different solutions Imphatly or 
explicitly every country has a language policy and as part of it, 
decisions have to be made about the language or languages for literacy 
teaching With notable exceptions often governments are not very 
sympathetic to non official languages In education a common 
disputed area is the choice of whether imtial literacy teaching should 
bean some vernacular language, and if so for how many years Moving 
up through the school system and on through higher education, there 
are decisions about the choice of language for different subjects the 
language of instruction, the language of textbooks and the language of 
examinations It is not a simple choice and children can find the 
language used in the classroom changes as they move up the school 
that It can be different m different subjects, and that the language they 
are taught m and examined in is a different language from the 
language of the textbooks 

Firstly focusing on the beginning of education and specifically, 
learning to read the received wisdom has always been the importance 
of starting to read in the vernacular language This has been true both 
for children and for adults and it goes back to Unesco s handbook of 
1953 The Role of Vernacular Languages tn Education In this book the 
authors argued the importance of using vernacular languages as a 
starting pomt for makmg people 1 tcratc There is a defimtion of 
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vernacular language contracting it with Jidigenous language lingua 
franca mother tongue regional language and other terms A 
vernacular language is defined as being a language which is the 
mother tongue of a group which is socially or politically dominated by 
another group speaking a different language We do not consider the 
language of a minority m one country as a vernacular if it is an official 
language in another country ® Where the term vernacular has been 
used in other studies of literacy it has also been used m several senses 
A group of linguists who are reassessing the role of vernacular 
languages m education and investigating the state of the vernacular 
ization of literacy has found problems with the term and is content to 
define it differently m different language situations in the world ® The 
issues surroundmg the word S^emacular are cruaal for decisions 
about what language is to be used for education 
Given these problems in definmg what is meant by vernacular and 
with the benefit of the experience of world wide hteracy programmes 
since the 1950s there is no single answer to the bare psychological 
question ts %t easier to learn to read m one s vernacular^ There is something 
fundamentally wrong with the way the question is asked It is posed 
primarily as a question of skills as if one only needs to consider 
generalizable cogmtLve aspects of learnmg which are thought to 
transcend soaal practices By the way the question is posed it ignores 
the embeddedness of language m culture — it ignores the ecological 
basis of hteracy The answer to the question can only be it depends It 
depends on the soaal situation on the value of the language to the 
speakers on the motivations for learnmg to read and write, on the 
other languages in the area and on many other things Even if it made 
sense to answer the question from a psychological pomt of view the 
question of language choice is hke the question of script choice 
mentioned earher such decisions are taken withm a social context 
Decisions made for Bntain might be very different from decisions 
made for South Afnca or Namibia what one might want in one 
context may be different m another The choice one might make on 
hnguistic grounds may not be very practical choosing a language for 
hteracy is a complex political choice involving many issues T ca ching 
m the vernacular needs lai^uage to have a written form but it also 
needs an infiiastructure of hteracy including books and other reading 
matenals publishing, teachers and in the long term, institutions to 
sustain hteracy TcaxJiing the v cular ran also be very 
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expensive espeoally if there arc few read ng books and no higher 
level text books 

The question of what language to start hteracy in has been bound 
up with the question of how best to preserve maintain support 
sustain dying languages However they are not the same question, 
and what is best for irutial hteracy is not necessarily good for 
sustaining small languages In terms of sustaining a small language 
the vernacular is also a possibility for people who can already read and 
wnte it IS not just a medium for starting out from and then 
transferring aw ay from For a vernacular literacy to survive it has to be 
seen to be of value and used by those who are already literate in a 
more major language perhaps — say poets and other writers involved 
in creating a literature It is the literate who become biliterate' An 
example of this is Hubisi Nwenmely s expenences with hteracy classes 
for St Luaan Creole speakers in London — often it is the people who 
are already literate in English who come along to classes m the Creole 
(Morns and Nwenmely 1993} This is just one example and m the 
remainder of this section I want to draw attention to more general 
ecological questions of how to support and sustain disappearing 
languages 

Languages are vamshmg at a remarkable rate Like speaes m the 
plant and animal worlds once they are extract they are lost forever 
Linguistic species including hteraaes are disappeanng The figures 
are fnghtemng There are over 6 000 languages in the world the 
number cannot be precise as more languages with small numbers of 
speakers are still being discovered and often there is not a dear 
distinction between a dialect and a separate language When 
reviewing these languages Michael Krauss (m a set of papers on 
endangered languages m the journal Language m 1992) distinguishes 
monbimd languages endangered languages and safe languages 
Moribund languages are likely to die out within a lifetime they are 
languages which are no longer being spoken by children, so there is no 
new generation of speakers In all parts of the world there arc large 
numbers of languages m this condition to give some examples 18 out 
of the 20 native languages of Alaska are no longer being spoken by 
children over 100 of the 400 languages of South America are 
moribund and 90 per cent of Australian aboriginal languages are near 
extinction Overall Krauss estimates that around dO per cent of the 
world s languages are monbund and will disappear as the current 
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speakers die Endangered languages are ones wh ch d not have 
offiaal state support or a large number of speakers to make them 
viable if we assume that a language needs roughly 100 000 speakers to 
be safe Krauss estimates that a further 40 per cent of languages are 
endangered and only 10 per cent of the languages of the world are 
safe Of these safe languages just four of them English French 
Spanish and Arabic are official languages m more than half of the 
countries of the world 

There are several reasons why languages are disappearing at such a 
rate, they range from outright genocide social or econontuc or habitat 
destruction displacement demographic submersion language sup 
pression in forced assimilation or assimilatory education to electronic 
media bombardment especially television (Krauss 1992 p 6) These 
are trends which have been growing in the past half century and which 
show every sign of continuing Even Krauss s safe languages in fact do 
not seem that secure the current spread of English, through economic 
and cultural dominance is affecting major world languages so that 
within Europe for example Danish with over five milhon speakers is 
surely under threat from the switch to English in many spheres of life 
espeaally as English moves down through the education system In 
just one generation there can be dramatic changes in language use '' 

This IS an environmental disaster on a global scale and it is not 
obvious what can be done Governments often have little interest in 
protecting small languages as they push for standardization m 
education and official life, speakers of lesser known languages are 
perceived as backward and not modem There is little public 
awareness of languages and in many ways the situation seems 
hopeless However the other papers m the issue of mentioned 

above do contain practical suggestions on how endangered languages 
can be valued and supported Here I want to look bnefly at the role of 
literacy in all this 

Most of the moribund languages are not written down and where 
there is a writing system there is very little wntten m the language and 
only m a narrow range of domains This is also true for many of the 
endangered languages Literacy can have a role m slowing down 
language death by givu^ a language status and widening its uses 
Sustaining local literacies can be important However it is an 
equivocal role Writing down and tape recordmg an unwntten 
language can help p e it, but there are still many issues The act 
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of creating a wntten form changes a language usually it is inumately 
connected with standardising the language and this act can destroy 
much variety Inc’citably in writing a language down some aspects get 
highlighted and others are ignored or suppressed So that missionary 
organizations for instance which have been at the forefront of wnting 
down languages at the same time may be christianizing the 
vocabulary and ignoring other meanmgs in the culture Their role in 
saving languages may not involve savmg the cultures Strangely the 
supporters of indigenous languages may at the same time be the 
destroyers of the mdigenous cultures In addition writing down a 
language is of little use if people stop usmg the language Preserving a 
language for a museum like archive is one step but the language and 
the culture it embodies may still become extinct These are all issues 
which Imguists are only beginning to take account of (an example is 
Muhlhausler 1992) and which have not reached public consciousness 
at all 

Literacy m a vernacular is also two edged m that, although it seems 
to give status and value to a language and widen the range of 
practices all too often it is only a stepping stone to literacy in, a 
language of wider communication Literacy can then become a way of 
escaping the vernacular and havmg access to a broader range of 
cultures Initial literacy is not m itself enough to protect a language 
There are several other possibihties a language probably needs 
speakers of dominant languages to Icam it and value it it needs clear 
functions it needs people to wnte in it and it needs a role in 
education One of the problems is that minority or marginal hteraaes 
are often not valued m a society nor are non standard varieties 
regional dialects pidgins or creoles It is this diversity which is of 
value ecologically It represents a source of cultural strength as well as 
being important for much Imguistic change and innovation There is a 
sense in which all the languages of the world represent an ecosystem 
all being mterdependent upon each other Different languages embody 
different values experiences and sources of ideas It is important to 
widen the range of discourses m a language to value marginal non 
standard discourses and give them a voice 

World languages such as Enghsh have a role in all this they are the 
source of much of the threat to dying languages In addition they are 
not immune to these issues themselves and much which has been said 
carher about cty m language and how languages change is 
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relevant With the spread of Englisl people need to accept the range 
of Englishes in the world for instance There is not one standard but 
several Nigenan English Indian English American English and 
British Enghsh are all standards There are also dialects creoles and a 
range of varieties associated with the language One of the main ways 
in which languages develop and adapt is by utilizing the variety within 
the language itself another is by borrowing off other languages 
English represents a range of cultures and has always drawn upon 
others for its development All attempts to claim that English 
embodies one particular culture are mistaken moves to enforce one 
dominant culture need to be resisted 

The other issue mentioned earlier concerns the role of new tech 
nologies The effects of changes in the future are unpredictable but we 
still need to take account of the possibilities There are rapid changes 
in the availability of satellite television world wide Currently it is 
controlled by very few people and most of it is in English It has a 
remarkable capacity for the destruction of languages and cultures 
However, technologies are not inevitable - they can be controlled but 
that takes pohtical will Like other literacies these media are part of 
soaal practices 
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The directions m which literacy research and practice might develop 
cannot be summanzed neatly In every section and subsection of this 
book references have been given to works which arc taking the study of 
literacy forward, whether m understanding the changes computing is 
bnnging to people s writing assessing the significance of literacy for 
imnonty languages or clarifying the relation of home and school 
practices or one of many other directions which are being pursued 
Some areas are quite well developed while for others work is onlyjust 
beginning there still need to be further studies of how people actually 
use their literacies in particular situations, for mstance and different 
literacies need to be mapped 

Although this book is not pnm<inly about educational practice, it 
began with questions about the pubhc debate on reading and wntmg 
in schools and about issues in adult basic education, it is appropnate 
then to return to discussions about education and literacy In this 
chapter I will provide some suggestions for ways m which education 
can take account of an ecological approach to hteracy firstly in the 
context of learning to read and write m schools and secondly m the 
context of world literacy Any implications apply as much to the 
pubbr discussion of literacy issues as to educational practice itself 
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Literacy in education 

Schools and other educational institutions can take account of an 
ecological view of literacy The implications are in the whole book not 
particularly in this chapter They are listed in chapter 3 in the form of 
practices in understanding what learning goes on in the home in the 
recent history of compulsory schooling, and elsewhere 

In Bntain and elsewhere schools are at the centre of disputes with 
the government and the media over reading and writing I have 
concentrated on the skills view of literacy and the literary view of 
literacy as two powerful metaphors in schools because they are also 
public images and ones drawn upon by politicians parents and the 
media Of course much education has gone beyond these approaches 
and other views of literacy appear in the classroom some of which 
have been referred to here Contemporary classroom practices have 
developed beyond simplistic views of reading and writing and in their 
different ways contain elements of a social view of literacy In pnmary 
schools for instance there are shifts in how reading and writing are 
being taught with more emphasis on the centrality of the child 
actively learning and a focus on knowing about hteracy rather than 
just acquiring skills there are also some moves towards involving 
parents in children s hteracy and relating what goes on in the 
classroom with what happens beyond it Within Bntain at least there 
IS also a shift from relying on fixed senes of reading books to using real 
texts and asking children to read their own writing However, such 
approaches have not yet reached acceptance m public discussions of 
literacy rather these ideas axe part of the current conflicts in the 
public domain over reading and writing which in many ways are 
clashes over the definitions of literacy 

Several waters have discussed the ways in which schools can take 
account of a social view of literacy * Roz Ivanic and Mary Hamilton 
have provided a practical list of how schools can take account of new 
views of literacy I will start from their list (1989 pp 15-17) putting it 
into my own words and adding my own mterpretations It is of course 
accepted that many of these ideas complement good practice which 
exists in mamstream education and they fit in with approaches which 
aim to Start from where the child is (The quotations are from their 
article ) 
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s tar s tl some suggestions related to the curr culum 

Sdio ittraev is or e of many forms of communication, and 
should be developed alongside other forms such as spoken 
language physical communication graphics Maybe print 
hteracir should not rnonopolize the education process 
Literac> practices beyond school are extremely vaned and 
often quite different from those m school Teachers could 
work Cl ideally on out of school hteraaes such as consumer 
literacy exaitiining the range of literacies in life 
It IS important to see school as one context for learning 
amongst others Children learn about literacy mfbrmally m 
their everyday lives both before they go to school and v\^hcn 
they are in school This sort of learning does not follow any 
step by step pattern people learn about uses, strategies and 
values simultaneously and haphazardly 
There are social purposes for reading and wntmg In 
everyday life people do not read and write without a 
purpose This supports the idea of reading and writing for 
real purposes in schools Exercises matenals and activities 
which only involve reading and writing for their own sakes 
should be avoided 

Everyday literacy involves collaboration and using networks 
of support This should encourage those who are dcvelopmg 
collaborative reading and writing m the classroom 
People who have gone through the school system without 
learning to read and wnte very well, such as adult literacy 
students, can provide insights into the process of education 
which teachers could take account of 
Children can reflea on their own and others’ literacy 
practices and become ethnographers of literacy document 
mg why when where and how r h «*ir parents grandparents 
neighbours or role models read and wnte 

ggestions on di^nosis and assessment are 

Parents politicians and educators should be more wary of 
standardized tests of reading and wntmg and rely more on 
teachers’ assessments and ^ildren s own self assessments 
With regard to adult literacy Adults assessments of th«r 
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own litera y s defii ed by their current needs and asp ra 
t ons n varying roles and contexts not by ndeptndcnt 
measures and objective tests 

9 Teachers should be wary of tests which isolate literacy from 
any context or simulate a context 

10 In all areas of reading and writing when people make a 
mistake they usually have a rationale for it Adults and 
children are good sources of information about their own 
learmng 

11 If teachers value marginahzed literacies and literacy prac 
tices outside the educational domain they wdl understand 
more about those children who reject school literacy 


And some points related to home^chool liaison 

12 Home-school liaison is not just about initiating parents into 
school practices and expectations It should be a two way 
exchange and could include collecting information about 
community practices to inform what happens in schools 
The educational system needs to make it possible for 
teachers to know what children are famihar with at home 
and be willing to change school practices where necessary 

13 Children tend to feel excluded when their own literacy 
practices are not valued by the school Schools should 
mvestigate which community practices should be legitim 
ated by integratmg them into the classrooms 


In most of the discussion of education except when talking about 
literary views of literacy I have focused on early reading It is 
important to remember that initial schooling is concerned with 
learning to read it then widens out to learmng to deal with a range of 
texts and relating to other media It is in later schooling espeaally 
that the idea of practices is useful as children address the demands of 
different subjects and learn to deal with a wider range of genres This 
learning to read and write continues through life In all jobs people 
encounter new literacies at work whether as a fire fighter a soaal 
worker or a factory worker To be an academic lawyer or physicist 
takes 1 0 or 20 y of lea g about literacy As well as work life 
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everydav make new demands people are learning new 

bteracies throughout their hves 


Glofcal hteracy 


Looking at tht glob.^ picture m many ways it is very difficult to be 
hopeful about the future of education There are overwhelming 
problems in dtvtlopmg countries there is widespread poverty great 
inequality within tountnes poorly trained teachers with large classes 
and no faciluies mother tongues with little or no wntten tradition a 
wide range of dialects and no obvious uses of literacy There are the 
difficult structural relationships which developing countries have with 
industnaJi/ed countries and with aid agenaes Nevertheless there are 
what have been called small and beautiful programmes, meaning 
that in many parts of the world there are examples of excellent 
literacy programmes in a field of not so effective ones this is true in 
Britain as much as in any other country ^ 

The ecological view outlined earlier leads to several comments on 
the world literacy scene both for developing and for mdustnahzed 
countries There are important differences between the two situations 
-mdustnahzed countries have a literate infrastructure and developing 
countries do not have one — and differences associated with teaching 
adults who have been through an educational system as children and 
teaching adults who have not Nevertheless it is snll useful to look for 
sumlanties 


1 People need to re-examine metaphors for hteracy 

The success or otherwise of international programmes starts in many 
ways from the language used to talk about reading and writing the 
metaphors for hteracy the language affects the way the issue is 
defined what counts as a problem and what counts as an solution 
Functional literacy the basis of much contemporary literacy work is a 
vague term sometimes it covers everything m that all hteracy is 
functional at other times it has a very narrow definition It is not clear 
how useful this term is especially when companug across situations 
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[ msersal hlera^ is not mcaningfiii umvmal schooling may be These 
terms are tied into a whole discourse which has as its foundation the 
idea of there being a great ditide between literate and illiterate and 
the belief m hteracy as a vanable with cc^nitive consequences Each 
piece of this metaphorical system has been criticized earlier as the 
different aspects have been covered 

It is important to realize that the term functional literacy is just 
one way of talking about literacy m society today and that it is 
associated with a particular discourse about literacy one which 
includes other not very useful terms such as functional illiteracy 
universal literacy and the eradication of ilhteracy From these terms 
It IS easy to dnft into the media image of the need to eradicate some 
terrible disease from the face of the earth People talk of the possibility 
of redefining the word but with such a history of connotations it may 
be preferable to avoid the term We are not just talking about one 
word but about a whole discourse a whole way of talking the words fit 
together and define each other 

The terms which need to be scrutimzed include the very idea of a 
literacy problem As we saw m earlier chapters this is a relative concept 
There is a sense m which everyone m contemporary soaety has 
literacy problems Most of the people with problems of reading and 
writing m Britain, most of the people attending literacy classes can 
read and wnte to some extent Everyone encounters hteracy in their 
lives which they cannot fully comprehend This relativity was in the 
original definitions of functional hteracy but it got lost somewhere 
along the line Also as we have seen the idea of the person without 
literacy as being other - an outsider - is not generally true Related to 
this literacy has become defined as a problem in society Other 
practices which some people are not part of are not considered as 
problems Many people accept that they are not able to drive a car, 
add numbers, or use a computer however these conditions are less 
likely to be stigmatized m the way that hteracy has been m today s 
world 

An ecological view of literacy where it is embedded in its everyday 
context can contribute two things to this discussion First of all, it 
makes clear that there are different metaphors for literacy competmg 
ways of talking about the issue Secondly a soaally based view can 
provide a coherent alternative way of talking about literacy with 
terms such as literacies eoenls practices A social view of literacy provides 
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an altexnative discourse a different set of metaphors To realize that 
there are different literacy practices m ^ culture that there are 
different literacies and different domains Would be a good starting 
point There is great need for international funders to realize that there 
are many literacies m anv surety and that the workplace for 
example, is but one domain o itera^ use with its distinct practices 
Howev-er it is not just mtcrn^ional decision makers who can examine 
how th.ey talk about literacy Trains teachers can reflect on thar own 
practices and observe those o ot ers critical readers of 

newspapers can examine the practices around them 


2 Literacy learning has a social basis 

Adult literacy is often assumed to be to do with the provision of classes 
and with methods of teaching However examining how people use 
hteracy m their everyday hves makes it clear that the issue is much 
broader than this Communities not just individuals become literate 
there is more to a hteracy campaign than inoculating individuals It is 
important to think through the idea of helpmg a community become 
literate rather than helping an individual This could lead for 
example to supporting key people in a network who act as gatekeepers 
to other activities Typically when discussing levels of literacy in a 
country the literacy rates of individuals are given There is a lot more 
to It than this There are also differences in writers bookshops 
punters libraries amount of paper, availability of pens computers 
typewnters postal system, and other communications technologies 
the existence of schools colleges the whole infrastructure of literacy 
Understanding literacy involves understanding how literacy use is 
embedded m the social structure and it involves exammmg analysing 
and challenging the language in use in society today This has severed 
aspects There are moves towards making wntten language more 
accessible for instance, including simplifying foj-mg legal docu 
ments It is important to understand and question the obscuring 
effects of the language of specific professions and academic disaplines 
Literacy work raises questions about the control of language power 
relations and the accessibility of information As has been mentioned 
already helping people reflect on the importance of language - cntical 
language awareness is an important aspect of htoacy g which 
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grows out of a social view of language (see for example Ivanic and 
Moss 1991) 

There are many practical teaching implications of a social view of 
literacy both for teaching adults and for teaching children Many of 
the suggestions proposed earher in this chapter when discussing 
children s learning are equally applicable to adults Teaching adult 
hteracy with a concern for the social context it is a part of is different 
from teaching the acquisition of an autonomous skill, and there are 
many developments in this direction ® Although going back more than 
30 years Paulo Frcire s work is always an important reference point 
even if it is not accepted uncritically it may be part of its nature that 
his work should be the centre of debate discussion and dialogue (as 
for instance in Sangmnetti 1992) 

Part of the soaal basis of hteracy is that new language practices are 
based on existing ones Any community has established patterns of 
communication and any new practices have to bear some relation to 
the old New hteracy practices are based and grow out of established 
oral and literate practices The starting point for literacy work should 
be the fact that every situation is different with its own patterns of 
language use Up till now literacy campaigns have been based on 
generalizatiotts on the idea that all world communiues have much m 
common that there is one invariable modern commodity of literacy 
which the whole world wants and can be given This idea of the big 
generalization has been taken as far as it can be Now it would be 
fruitful to take the opposite view and to pursue it as far as possible 
every situation is different and each situation has to be examined m 
detail in order to understand literacy needs 


3 People change practices 

People have their own needs and purposes based on their own lives 
This fact hke some of the others may appear obvious However it is 
worth articulatmg this and makmg it explicit as there is still resistance 
to the idea of takmg account of people s own perceptions this applies 
m every level of settmg up literacy programmes from initial discussion 
of funding and strategy right on to the planning of individual lessons 
It includes the right to have some influence over the language used 
People make sense of hteracy their awareness and perceptions of it 
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are important, as are public perceptions of its role and its value A 
thread which runs from children $ first awareness of language all the 
way to attempts at liberatory adult education is that learning is the 
active construction of knowledge, this should be the point of departure 
for working out the role of teachir^ People decide to become hterate 
actively learn and decide to make changes m their hves People s 
construction of literacy lies at the root of their attitudes and of their 
action Literacy work needs to start from people s own defimtions of 
Uteracy from theur own purposes and from their current communica 
tion practices Literacy work for adults and for children needs to 
enable them to learn how to learn 
Adult hteracy provision is required which responds to peoples 
perceptions not solely to the pnontics of governments and mter 
national organizations This pomt should not need stating The ideas 
have been around for a long time and can be found m the various 
declarations of mtemational orgamzations but all too often they are 
lost by the time the ideas are translated into practical literacy 
prc^ammes (see Barton and Hamilton 1990 for examples pf this) 
There has always been a split between the language of hteracy 
declarations and the reahty of functional Uteracy programmes The 
starting pomt for any literacy work has to be people s needs, with 
provision shaped to this The assessment of need has to be on going as 
needs change Inevitably people s stated needs exist m relation to the 
possibihties access to education gives different possibihties and 
people s demands will change accordingly If takm senously this is 
different from needs aru^sis, which is common m some areas of teaching 
and which is something undertaken by teachers, but not usually m 
consultation with their students 


4 There is an urgent lack of resources 

The proceedings of the international literacy conference held at 
Jomtien represent an overview of world opinion on the state of hteracy 
There was general agreement that the decade of the 1980s was a bad 
one for hteracy and for development m general The poorest countnes 
of the world got poorer Except m a few cases levels of hteracy did not 
change radically In some of the poorest countnes of the world the 
p n of education got worse and m several the proportion of the 
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country s wealth spent on education went down Throughout the 
world there has been a downturn in social funding meaning that all 
education is under threat despite the hopes and promises of Jomtien 
As Unesco turns its attention more to other communications 
technologies there is less concern for basic literacy 

In practical terms the issue is resources To taJee a graphic example 
m Tanzania there is a clear idea of what to do the current target is for 
an adequate supply of paper and pencils they want one penal 
between two adults, and they cannot achieve this ^ As m many 
countnes there is a severe shortage of paper Similar stones can be 
told m Nepal, Namibia Nicaragua and elsewhere Often what is 
needed are not ways of starting hteracy, but ways of sustaining it and 
it may be that questions about how to sustain hteracy (post hteracy) 
should come before hteracy programmes themselves There is a need 
for sustainable literacy, that is, literacy which fits into sustainable 
development ^ 

It is important to reabze that m both developing countnes and 
industnahzed countnes we are not talking about a short term cnsis to 
be solved by some quick campaign, but rather this is to do with the 
provision of adult education People need access to educational 
provision for a host of different reasons and at various times m their 
lives Provision has to be long term it has to be flexible to respond to 
people s diffenng needs it has to provide opportunities for people who 
have received the least educationally It requires pohtical commitment 
and It costs money Ultimately hteracy reflects mequahties in soaety 
inequalities of power mequahties in the distnbution of wealth, and 
inequalities in access to education These inequsihties exist both within 
countnes and between countnes Literacy can only be fully under 
stood m the context of these social relations Literacy education will 
always be ineffective unless these other issues are addressed alongside 
questions of literacy To the extent that it is meanmgful the 
eradication of illiteracy is possible, but only if it is preceded by the 
eradication of poverty 
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1 An Integrated Approach 

1 The phrase literacy myth was originally used by Graff 1979 the 
approach of expliatly listing a set of current myths has been used by 
Audrey Grant 1986 Frank Smith 1983 1985 Carol Edelsky 1986 and 
Shirley Heath 1987 for example 


2 Talking About Literacy 

1 Another similar chart is to be found in Hunter and Harman s book on 
adult literacy in the United States 1979 pp 10-11 

2 These ideas can be pursued m LakofF and Johnson s valuable 1980 book 
Metaphors IVe Live By especially the first few chapters 

3 In fact in everyday wntmg the pejorative terms illiterate and illiterasy 
seem more common than the positive terms hterate and literacy From an 
examination of British newspapers discussmg what goes on and what 
should be going on m education it is apparent that the terms illiteracy 
and illiterate are the ones which are most used 

4 This may seem strange to the linguist or anthropologist who contrasts 
literacy with orakty but the adult basic education student has always 
taken exception to the term people point out that International Literacy 
Year was really International Illiteracy Year and that hteracy classes are 
really illiteracy classes 

5 Literate is also contrasted with numerate a word going back only to 1959 
in the dictionary where it was dehberatcly coined m a British report 
along with numeral and innumeraty This was a report by the Central 
Advisory Council for Education The authors of the report arc qu tc 
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cDnsaous of cxi ning he words 1 ke most new words wh ch 5 p into 
the language una nounced In the report the words are contrasted w th 
literate literacy and illiteracy A different and much older meaning of 
numerate as counted or numerated goes back at least to 1432 a similar age to 
literate in the Oxford English Dtetionary 

We also got into knots when discussing the translation of the words 
teaeker trainer student and learner into French 
Cole and Keyssar 1985 

Another powerful metaphor for hteracy which will be useful later when 
discussing different literaacs is that it creates a world There are worlds 
of literacy (Hamilton Barton and IvaniC 1994) children s worlds of 
literacy (Dyson 1991) and Frank Smith s use of the metaphor of literacy 
as being for creating worlds rather than for processing information 
(1985) We read the word and the world (Freire and Maoedo 1987) and 
there is the world on paper (Olson 1994) 

Vygotsky s approach especially when united with the work of Bahktin 
can be very powerful as in Wertsch 1991 

On ecological validity see Cole Hood and McDermott 1978 on child 
development see Meadows 1986 Ecological approaches can now be seen 
as central to new advances in psychology such as work on discursive 
psychology Edwards and Potter 1992 

Other studies of language which talk in terms of ecology include Kenji 
Hakuta s study of child bilu^ualism (1986) and D P Pattanayak s work 
on multilii^uahsm in India (1990) 


3 The Social Basis of Literacy 

For links with the broader soaological formulations of practice theory 
sec the discussion of the work of Bourdieu in Lave 1988 In another 
direction Fairclough 1989 and 1992 explore the notion of language as a 
set of social practices m order to reveal how social institutions and power 
relations structure our uses of language both spoken and written 
Cohn Lankshears work (1990) discusses this m more detail and 
demonstrates the inadequacy of this approach showing that what test 
designers call basic and higher tire quite different literacies serving 
different purposes 

The term domain has been used m the study of language for some time 
as a standard term m sociolinguistics going back at least to Joshua 
Fishman s work m the mid sixties 

The work of Vygotsky is useful again Sec Vygotsky 1978 Kozulin 1990 
Wertsch 1991 
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1 Th app oach can be ndica cd by t ties of books such as Everydaj 
t&gratim (RogofT and Lave 1984') Co^ihm m PreuMe {Lave 1988) 
Cultural Maids m Lar^uage and Thought (Holland and Quinn 1987) and The 
Anikropology of Numbers (Crump 1990} 


4 Literacy Ejtibedded m Language 

1 A simple introduction to the genre approach and to the dispute between 
it and process approaches to teaching writing is to be found in Gairney 
1992 

2 So for example this term is often used to identify one with Michel 
Foucault s view of language and its relation to social institutions — 
another example of the use of a term bong emblematic of a whole theory 

3 For general ideas on how to analyse sudh texts see the new approaches to 
linguistic analysis represented in Fairclough 1989 and for examples 
applied to education in classrooms for adults children first language 
users second language users see Fairclough (ed ) 1992 

4 More discussion of this fonn and the problems it presents claimants can 
be found m Davies 1993 

5 See Fairclough 1992 for a more detailed analysis of different sorts of 
mtertextuality 

6 To give three disparate examples Frohlich 1986 provides a detailed 
study of what people actually do when they fill m forms Examimng a 
very different literacy practice Radway 1987 earned out an ethnographic 
study of how people read one sort of novel popular romances Nell 1988 
has investigated what it means for people reading to be lost in a book 


5 Languages and Literacies 

1 Given this seeming stability it is equally important to know how and why 
the other invented scripts of Libena Glebo and Kru did not survive as 
reported by Elizabeth Tonkin m Lc Page 1990 

2 We have identified five distinct types of restriction by examining 
historical studies of writing see Barton and Hamilton m press 

3 Histoncal examples can be found as m Hindu India See Goody 1968 
p 12 Gaur 1984 p 84 

4 See for example Gillett s two volume study of book burning in England 
n the sixteenth and seventeenth centunes 


5 And g ving a historical d mens on there are examples of vomcn bemg 
associated with personal letters from the beginnings of literacy 4 000 
years ago 

6 Sec Jennifer Horsman s and Kate Rockhdl s studies of women s lives and 
adult literacy (Horsman 1993 RocUbdl 1987 and 1993) studies of girls 
and school literacies such as G Moss 1989 and various articles in 
Hamilton Barton and Ivarac 1993 


6 Configurations of Language 

1 This list continues a thorough review of the work from this period on 
differences can be found m Akinnaso 1982 where much of this list is 
taken from On idea umts and other possible units of spoken language see 
Chafe 1985 

2 On institutions and pohtical structures sec for example Vansina 1973 
Bloch 1975 On the language of oral cultures see the contributors to 
Bloch 1975 and Sinclair ct al 1978 also Feldman 1991 For the variety of 
spoken genres Akinnaso s (1982) analysis of Yoruba ritual communica 
tion demonstrates this point as do studies of oral poetry and oral 
literature (Finnegan 1977) For more discussion and examples see also 
Horton and Finnegan 1973 Street 1984 and 1993 


7 Writing Systems and Other Notations 

1 Halle 1969 p 18 Ong 1982 p 87 arc two examples where the writing 
system has been misunderstood For details of the Chinese writing 
system sec Martin 1972 and in more detail DcFrancis 1984 

2 For a discussion of pinym see Lehmann 1975 For a more detailed 
evaluation of the future of the Japanese and Chinese writing systems see 
Coulmas 1991 

3 A standard reference for this daim is Makita 1968 but see also Paradis et 
al 1985 where the claim is disputed 

4 Significantly one study of English speakmg children experienang 
reading problems (Rozm et al 1971) claimed that such children had no 
difficulties when bqgmnmg to read with a method that involved teaching 
them to read Enghsh usmg Chinese characters 

5 But see the work of Tzeng and colleagues on other scripts such as Tzeng 
Hung and Garro 1978 
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See Martin 1972 for cacample on Japanese texts being shorter than 
comparable Lnghsh ones and in some ways qu eker to read 
See for example the work of Rogoff Lave and Crump mentioned 
already on gender the collection of articles m Burton (ed ) 1986 


8 Points in History 

Certainly as Albertine Gaur points out (1984 p 35) wntmg on 
imperishable material is nearly always preceded and accompanied by 
writing on perishable material So only some of the evidence remains 
this IS most probably also true of the first wntmg 
The two most widely quoted authonties on the development of wntmg 
were first published over four decades ago they are Dirmger 1968 (orig 
1948) and Gelb 1963 (ong 1952) Both are nch m sources of data and 
anecdote which are presented withm a framework of gradual develop- 
ment toward our modem Western alphabet They are important in 
discussii^ what is writing and in setting a framework but it is necessary 
to go beyond their work More recent overviews are presented by Goody 
1981 Gaur 1984 and Harns 1986 The ideas in this chapter onginated m 
an article written by Mary Hamilton and myself (Barton and Hamilton 
in press) further evidence and sources for the claims made here can be 
found in this article 

Baines 1983 provides a clear descnption of the development of hteracy in 
ancient Egypt 

Havelock 1963 1976 It has been developed and spread by David Olson 
1977 and others and it is m danger of becommg accepted fact for 
example with Michael Cole and Peg Gnffin 1983 surrmsmg that perhaps 
the ability to send astronauts into space owes a lot to the analyoc power 
of the alphabet Ivan Illich and Barry Sanders claim to believe that there 
are certain constructs which cannot exist without reference to the 
alphabet - thought and language he and memory translation and 
particularly the self (1989 p x) 

Literacy studies owes McLuhan a great debt in both positive and 
negative ways His arc both the most refreshing and the strangest ideas 
on literacy (1962 1964) I have great sympathy with Marshall 

McLuhan one of the most creative waters on the nature of hteracy So 
many ideas are sparked off when I start to think about hteracy that I 
often fed tempted to emulate his sometimes deranged manner and to 
write down every idea without evaluating its worth I hope I have 
avo ded this danger 
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3 For more formal on on th s Hams 1986 describes n deta how an 
evolutionary account of wnting obscu es ou understand ng of the ongm 
of wntmg and other recent books on writing such as Sampson 1985 have 
also criticized aspects of the evolutionary approach For more details of 
my criticisms see Barton 1993 

7 Unesco s important study of vernacular languages aiso concluded that 
the only solution to Japan s problem was to adopt a phonetic sj stem of 
writing (Unesco 1953 p 35) Sec also Havelock s attribution of Japan s 
failure to catch up with the West to its syllabic wrting system (1982 
pp346-7) Havelock seems not to realize (pp 66-9) that many spoken 
languages have more regular syllabic systems than bnglish 
See Walker 1981 for an example of an invented Native A.mericdn svstem 
i It IS not even necessary to cling to a single origin of the alphabet a claim 
which as Sampson 198o pomts out is unproven 
) Aitduson 1981 provides a simple introduction to the subject of language 
change 

I See Robins 1967 Interestingly for our discussion here it is not dear to 
historians of linguistics whether or not Panini was literate 
> A second example covers a shorter period of time The Russian 
psychologist Vygotsky whom we have referred to earlier worked in the 
1920s and 1930a and died in 1934 His work has only been known m the 
English speaking world since the translation of one book m 1 962 and has 
only been taJeen up senously in the past decade In subjects where one 
hardly refers to works more than five or so years old his influence is 
stnkmg one reason his work is attractive is that he worked within a 
different cultural tradition one isolated by language 
■5 Although I have rejected metaphors of disease in relation to literacy 
Laune Anderson s song about language bang a virus (quotmg appar 
ently from William Burroughs) seems apt 
i I draw pnmanly on the ideas of Elizabeth Eisenstcin 1979 198 1 and on 
the paper by Mary Hamilton and myself mentioned earlier 
I These developments m Europe were apparently independent of those m 
the Far East although Chinese block printing techmques were known m 
Europe as discussed by Febvre and Martin 1984 
j Similar claims are made about life in thirteenth century Denmark arc 
made in Schousboe 1989 pp 154—7 

7 Sec Marshall 1983 on hbraries Brooks and Pugh 1984 on the teaching of 
readug^ Petroski 1989 on the pencil, and Carvalho 1971 for a history of 
ink 

See the summary and discussion of this m Swales 1990 For other 
examples of the development of particular sorts of texts see studies by 
Olson 991 and Halhday 1988 


9 The Roots of Literacy 


For more on Vygotsky m addition to his two books (1962 1978) see the 
work of others who arc developing these ideas such as Kozulin 1990 
Moll 1990 and Wertsrh 1991 (who extends Vygotsky s approach with 
Bahktin s ideas of sou:e and dialogue) 

An additional point is that the question of innateness is often not an 
empirical question in the sense that it cannot be solved by practical 
research 

Harstc(1984 p 61) for example is cntical of the idea of scaffolding The 
other ideas of learning such as apprenticeship or using people as 
supportive others are probably more revealing See Brown Palmcsar 
and Purcell 1986 for appropriate references and for expansion on the 
term supportive other They demonstrate how such an approach can be 
apphed to poor readers See Wells 1986 for more on apprenticeship m 
literacy learning and Padmore 1993 for an example focusing on adults 
Of course some people have long realized the connections The 
similarities were noted by Ragnhild Soderbergh (1977 p 8) for example 
when she argued that children could learn both reading and speaking at 
the same age and m the same way In a key article in the held of 
language acquisition Catherine Snow explores the parallels between 
learning to read and leammg to speak (1983) from a different direction, 
Shirley Heath s book (1983) which I have already referred to traces the 
web between learning to speak and literacy in contrasting communities 
Schicfielm 1979 and elsewhere Another study is the work of CIrfton Pye 
on Mayan communities in Guatemala (1986) 


10 Emergent Literacy 

For more on some of the different ivays of readmg to children see Teale 
1984 pp 111-14 

Of course there are many books with movmg parts wmdows to look 
through and finger puppets these all make the distinction between 
books and toys less clear cut 

Such as Taylor 1983 1985 Leichterl984 Heath 1983 and our own work 
- Barton and Padmore 1991 

See Teale 1986 pp 185—7 also Anderson and Stokes 1984 pp 28-34 
As another example religious activities often incorporate children and 
even have special regular roles for them involving language 
Iron caHy it la the poorest households which often have the greatest 


dcmancb put oo them n terms of the offic aJ J teracy of benefits and social 
security 

Other researchers have also listed the uses of reading and wntmg in the 
communities they have studied such as Vetter s study of writing in the 
South Pacific (1991) 

Nevertheless wrinng can have a central role m some homes This is 
demonstrated in the work of David Bloomc Dorothy Shendan and Brian 
Street on the wntmg of participants in the British Mass Observation 
Archive See Barton Bloomc Shendan and Street 1993 
Glenda Bissex (1984 p 100) has more examples of the intelligent choices 
children are constantly making as they teach themselves to write 
This IS a separate point from whether or not the Uadimg should focus 
expliatly on language 

For examples of a range of this research see Sinclair et al 1978 Downing 
and Valtm 1984 

As in Hartley 1993 and Saxena 1993 referred to in the chapter on 
different languages 


11 Public Definitions of Literacy 

One of the attractions of approaches such as phomes to people is that 
something compheated is broken down into components providing an 
apparently rigid ordermg in which it can be taught While it is true that 
for teaching purposes teachers may want to break an activity into parts it 
IS a mistake to think that the phenomenon of reading is made up of 
components which can be taken to bits and put together again at wiU 
I still find It mstructive to see what happens if one avoids the word skills 
and replaces it with a practices framework As an example of this it may 
be very fruitful to avoid the notion of study skills m schools and colleges 
and replace it with study practices This changes the nature of the problem 
and the nature of the possible solutions 

Inadentally in a sense 1 am puzzled over why a belief in the importance 
of phonics in teaching m correct spelling and in leammg mathematical 
tables all go hand in hand and why they are associated with right wmg 
movements and general beliefs ra the need for more disaphne It is 
conservative in a very basic way of being resistant to change However 
bemg able to spell becomes irrelevant with a word processor Slips of 
grammar or spelhng rardy impede communication Why do ordinary 
people bdieve so strongly m phonics and why do newspapers and 
pohtiaans push such outdated and discredited approaches^ Why are 
they all so d tc fra- it to be true and to imjxisc these approaches on 
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educa on^ W hv do mature adu ts write heated Ic ten to the cd tor of he 
most prestigious, national newspapers complaining about the misspelling 
of occurrence or separate'^ 

bee Purves 1991 fbi a stud} comparing school essays around the world 
The tonsriousness raising ideas of wnting which develop from the 
procc*ss view of wntmg are being brought mto Bntish schools (for 
example Oiscmiewska 1992) and hnks between consoousness raising 
and critical literacy are explored bv Clark and Ivania 1991 
In fact the disdain felt by literary writers such as Virginia Woolf for 
ordmarv people is argued coherently if contentiously by John Carey m a 
book entitled The Intellectuals and the Masses (1992) 

There aic parallels in art the theatre and academia Universities are to 
create PhDs and everyone else is a failure In Britain at the level of 
bachelors degrees there are good degrees and bad degrees The 
majority of students graduate with the latter and wc have the absurd 
outcome of most people leaving universities with the idea of not having 
done very well It is something which has its root m an ehte view of 
education 

The ones I have read through include several of the Writers at Work senes 
edited by George Plimpton which ate collections of mterviews with well 
known writers collections of interviews with women writers mcluding 
Chambcrlam 1988 also a book of Hemingway s quotations edited by 
Phillips 1985 and Dillard 1989 Nearly all wnte in English and most are 
Amencan 

See for example Hartley and Branthwaite 1989 for work on successful 
academic wnters 

For examples of everyday writing sec Barton and Padmore 1991 Barton 
Bloome Shendan and Street 1993 


12 School Practices 

A stone above a doorway in Lancaster reminds one that the building used 
to be a school Built by public aibscnp^n to establish order cheek vux and uphold 
virtue Natwnal School for GitIs 1820 AB I remember a school in Brighton m 
the 1970s with the additional notice Parents may not proceed b^ond this point 
and may only enter the school gravrids with the express psmisswn of the kea^naster 
Willett and Bloome 1992 summanze the ways in which schools sociahze 
children They also provide extensive references to the research on this 
In one of the few studies of the unofficial literacy in schools, Janet 
May bin 1992 reports a study of the unofficial wnting of twelve year-olds 
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n and out of school see a so the stud cs of older children by Canu a 
199a and Shuman 1993 and papers n Sch-dfel n and C Imorc 1986 
For a focus on analysing the language of the cla^room see Cazden 1988 
TTie two thirds rules are are summanzed by Edwards and Mercer 1987 
p 25 

Steinberg and Steinberg 1975 The most well known popularization of 
expliatly teaching young children to read is Glen Doman s best selling 
paperback originally published in 1963 There are now many books on 
this one such book also aimed at parents is Young and Tyre 1985 This 
book although encouragmg early literacy activities with young children 
in fact cautions against trying to teach children to read when they are 
very young 

Cole and Keyssar 1985 where they compare print literacy and film 
literacy 

See Bloomc and Bailey 1992 A similar conclusion is reached by Jo 
Longman and Neil Mercer in a study of a quite different event - 
counselling interviews with unemployed adults They conclude that such 
interviews are not aptly described as literacy events or as oral events 
they are language events with oral and literate dimensions (1992 p 16) 
Similarly in examining children s talk Janet May bin and Gemma Moss 
(m press) conclude that children s talk around texts mvolves makmg 
sense of the written word and is reading 

As in Gee 1991 However I am not convinced of the distinction between 
primary and secondary discourses Is it another great divide^ It seems to 
me that all adult talk is part of secondary discourses m his sense 
Sec Jennings and Purves 1991 p 3 James Gee also talks of being literate 
as mast^ or jbimt control over a secondary discourse (1991 p 153) On 
television hteraiy see David Buckingham s study of children s responses to 
television His definition of television literacy is knowledge and 
understanding of television as a medium 


13 Adults and World Literacy 

See for example Hvalkof and Aaby 1981 Stoll 1982 
Post literacy concerns the literacy support which is provided after a 
literacy campaign Often it involves trying to provide more long term 
support after the initial burst of enthusiasm in a literacy campaign It 
may well be that all literacy work should be post literacy and that it 
provides a more ecological view of readii^ and wnung than is provided 
m standard htcracy 
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to m rc on his stc Kenneth Lcvinc s cntiasm of functiona] 1 eracy n 
Levine I9b5 

Cecil Klasstn 1991 has eximples of the strategies bilingual learners use 
in their daih lives 

Unesco 19 >3 p 46 It ts worth pointing out that even within the Unesco 
report the authors do not keep to this definition of vernacular their 
revK w of vern irul ir languages m education includes Chinese Japanese 
and other world languages 

The group has the unwieldv title of the International Group for the Study 
of Language Standardization and the Vernaculanzation of Literacy 
(IGSISM 1 set Le Pigc 1988 1990 

There are aho a few txampies of the opposite happening where 
languages such as Irish are being resurrected Here there is great 
dependence on written records Such examples bring up complex issues 
about language identity and nationhood 


14 Some Implications of an Ecological View 

In North Amenca see for example the article by Judith Langer m 
Langer (ed ) 1987 which pursues the teaching imphcations of tajang a 
soao cognitive approach to literacy learning and the other articles in 
that book also the two collections edited by David Bloome 1987 1989 
and the book bv John Wilhnsky 1990 In Britain see Ivamc and Hamilton 
1989 

Educators from almost any country of the world can point to examples of 
small but eifectivc literacy programmes in their country even where the 
overall practice is not encouraging For examples from Afinca India and 
elsewhere see the special issue of Lm^gt and Educatwn entitled 
Sustatmnq Local Literacus vol 8(1—2) 1994' 

In addition to the references given earlier Lytle (1991) applies a 
practices approach to adults learning to read and write in the United 
States and Reder (1987) suggests ways m which adult literacy can 
support communities rather than just teach individuals British develop 
ments in Adult Basic EaJucadon are brought together m Mace 1992 
See for example the report on Tanzania produced by the International 
Institute for Educational Planning 1990 and a parallel one on Kenya 
See articles in Comergence 1992, volume 252 for some b^nnmgs on this 
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Watt I 117 
Wells G 184 186 
Wertsch 181 
world languages 207 
writer 

as author 156 166-8 198 
as scnbe 156 166-7 
wntmg 19 85 87 154 157 166-70 
children s 154-8 
as communication 1 10 
as evolution 119-21 
as information storage 112 
as process 167-8 
strategies 173-4 
systems 95-101 119 121 
as thinking 166 
as translation 166 

zone of proximal development 135 
136 
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